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‘Whatever I have tried to do in life, I have tried with all my heart to do well; that whatever I 
have devoted myself to, I have devoted myself to completely; that, in great aims and in small, I 
have always been thoroughly in earnest’.1 
 
Charles Dickens 
 
 
  
                                                          
1
 C. Dickens, David Copperfield (1850), p. 790. Project Gutenberg, e-book. 
<https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/766.epub.images?session_id=6eac7770805edf54b5d3fe5f3d0fe585f8c49fe9
> (22 July 2015). 
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A Tale of Two Eras: Dickensian Business Models for Digital Trade Publishing in the United 
Kingdom? 
 
Introduction 
‘Publishing, famously, is always in crisis’, Michael Bhaskar remarks in The Content Machine: 
Towards a Theory of Publishing from the Printing Press to the Digital Network.
3
 Technology 
manifests itself as a major catalyst of change throughout history, altering the means of 
‘production and consumption of information’, both of which are core publishing processes.4 
More specifically, new ‘disruptive technologies’ alter the performance of established 
commodities, or introduce new commodities altogether, thereby disrupting the hierarchy of 
marketplaces, business structures and business processes.
5
 Consequently, the established 
order of the book industry is at odds with the new status quo and publishers see their value, 
function and revenue challenged. Christensen defines this as the ‘Innovator’s Dilemma’.6 As 
Lian points out:  
 
[...] Established companies [...] became industry leaders because of their good 
management and competency, but paradoxically, when facing a disruptive technology, 
the same competency and sound management become obstacles that prevent these 
                                                          
3
 M. Bhaskar, The Content Machine: Towards a Theory of Publishing from the Printing Press to the Digital 
Network (London, New York: Anthem Press, 2013), acsm file, p. 13. The page numbers referred to throughout 
this thesis are based on the ebook containing 221 pages.  
4
 J. C. Murray, Technologies of Power in the Victorian Period Print Culture: Human Labor, and New Modes of 
Critique in Charles Dickens's Hard Times, Charlotte Brontë’s Shirley, and George Eliot's Felix Holt (London: 
Cambria Press, 2010), p. 9.  
Adema argues ‘the Publishing Process looks at publications from the publishing production chain angle (from 
content delivery to editorial/typesetting to dissemination/access, etc.)’. See: J. Adema, Overview of Open Access 
Models for eBooks in the Humanities and Social Sciences (Amsterdam: OAPEN Project Report, 2010) 
<http://project.oapen.org/images/documents/openaccessmodels.pdf> (12 November 2014). 
5
 The term ‘disruptive technology’ is first coined in C.M. Christensen, The Innovator’s Dilemma (Cambridge, 
USA: Harvard Business School Press, 1997). Christensen differentiates between ‘sustaining-’ and ‘disruptive 
technologies’. The former complements or holds up the efficiency of existing commodities accordingly 
explained by Lian: ‘“Sustaining technologies” are new technologies that improve the performance of existing 
products, which are valued by the mainstream customers in major markets’. ‘“Disruptive technologies”, on the 
other hand, are new technologies that make products cheaper, simpler, smaller, and more convenient to use’. 
X.C. Lian, ‘Publisher’s Dilemma From Penguin Books to E-Books’, LOGOS, 21/3 (2010), p. 39.  
6
 C.M. Christensen, The Innovator’s Dilemma (Cambridge, USA: Harvard Business School Press, 1997). 
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companies from successfully adopting the disruptive technology [...].
7
   
 
The publishing industry either continues its usual course, thereby putting itself at risk of 
becoming redundant, or it remodels its business structures and processes to the new 
organisation of society with an uncertain outcome. The central issue is how to take action 
without losing a place in the value chain.
8
  
Bhaskar identifies paper, the printing press and steam as technologies that have drastically 
transformed the production, dissemination and consumption of content in the past.
9
 As these 
‘disruptive technologies’ made its way into the book realm, the entire value chain for 
publishing was subjected to alterations. Faced with the consequences, the publishing industry 
had to revisit its business structures and publication processes in order to move along with the 
new order of things. Today’s publishing industry is no exception to the rule; since the advent 
of the Digital Revolution many publishers experience difficulties with understanding, 
practising and controlling the book market.  
As a result of technological and social changes publishing processes are subject to change, 
and the perceived function of the publisher is under scrutiny. Within the digital realm it is 
unclear what functions the publisher performs and what value they add to publication 
processes, both to the publisher as to the consumer. The publisher is lacking direction in 
forming a distinctive character. The coming of the Digital Revolution poses the modern 
publisher with existential questions such as what it is that constitutes a publisher, what is the 
publisher his role or position in society, what is the core activity or commodity which the 
industry trades in, how does one make the publication of digital content economically viable, 
and so forth.  
A publisher market survey performed by The European Commission argues that the 
                                                          
7
 Lian, ‘Publisher’s Dilemma From Penguin Books to E-Books’, p. 39.  
8
 The value chain is first coined by Michael Porter in M.E. Porter, Competitive Advantage: Creating and 
Sustaining Superior Performance (New York: Free Press, 1985). Thompson describes the value chain as a chain 
where ‘each of the links performs a task or function which contributes something substantial to the overall task 
of producing the book and delivering it to the end user’. J.B. Thompson, Books in the Digital Age: The 
Transformation of Academic and Higher Education Publishing in Britain and the United States (Cambridge: 
Polity Press, 2005), p. 21. 
9
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, p. 13, 124, 126. 
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publishing industry ‘has been slow to respond to some of the threats and opportunities created 
by digital technology and the internet in particular’.10 Furthermore, Thompson asserts that 
trade publishing is lagging behind other publishing fields, such as academic and college 
textbook publishing, where digital development is concerned.
11
  
While trade publishers are occupied with mulling over the aforementioned conundrums, 
other media companies, such as Amazon, public libraries and even authors, are taking to the 
stage and supplant book market segments that have been traditionally allocated to the 
publishing industry. A publisher market survey performed by The European Commission 
ascertains that ‘digital technologies open the way for many more competitors to enter 
“publishing”, threatening existing companies and potentially damaging margins across the 
industry’.12 Now, more than ever, the publishing industry stands in a precarious position. 
However, who is to say which is the right course of action to take?  
Bhaskar has constructed a theory of publishing, consisting of a universal system outside 
the confines of time and place, that publishing adheres to.
13
 It outlines the relations, 
organisation and objects of publishing, and provides a structure for understanding the 
complexity of the industry and the intricate interplay of factors that shape, condition and aid 
publishers in the practice of their trade. Bhaskar’s theory of publishing is built around 
historical publishing, following the assertion that history shows a continuity of repeated 
performances of publishing that remain consistent over time.
14
 Therefore, by studying how 
some publishers have succeeded and others have failed at certain points in time, one can 
identify the key aspects central to the practice of successful publishing in a world in 
transition, and identify the possible bottlenecks that stand in the way of this feat. Bhaskar’s 
framework is key to understanding the desired and profitable focus for current-day publishers 
in response to disruptive technologies. 
                                                          
10
 Sectoral report 2: Book publishing, Publishing Market Watch, European Commission (10 August 2004), p. 66. 
11
 The field of trade publishing concerns itself with the production of books for a general audience. Thompson, 
Books in the Digital Age, pp. 10, 38. 
12
 Sectoral report 2: Book publishing, Publishing Market Watch, p. 68. 
13
 See: M. Bhaskar, The Content Machine: Towards a Theory of Publishing from the Printing Press to the 
Digital Network (London: Anthem Press, 2013), acsm file. 
14
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, pp. 124, 167. 
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Through the means of Bhaskar’s theory of publishing I wish to attain an understanding of 
publishing and its contextual influences brought about by, respectively, the Industrial and 
Digital Revolution. Experts have pointed out parallels between the developments of the 
publishing industry in the Industrial Revolution and the Digital Revolution, either on a 
contextual level (revolutionary technological innovation and its transformational effects on 
society), or on aspects regarding publishing processes (such as short form content, market 
making, etcetera).
15
 I would like to explore in more detail how far these parallels can be 
drawn. By identifying connections, contrasts, complications and consequent implications I 
hope to determine the key factors to a successful model for trade publishers and identify 
potential bottlenecks that could nullify a successful future course for modern-day publishers. 
The overall structure of the study takes the form of five chapters. It begins by setting out the 
scope of research and by defining the terminology that will be used throughout. In the first 
chapter I will lay out the theoretical dimensions of the research by discussing the elements of 
Bhaskar’s theory of publishing in more detail. After having done so, in chapter two Bhaskar’s 
theory of publishing will be applied to the Victorian period in the field of trade publishing in 
the United Kingdom in order to attain an understanding of the business of nineteenth-century 
publishing and its contextual influences brought about by the effects of the Industrial 
Revolution.
16
 Chapter three analyses publishing in the Digital Age in the same fashion, by 
applying Bhaskar’s system of publishing to modern-day trade publishing in the United 
Kingdom. I will then continue to set both periods against each other in chapter four and 
establish the extent to which parallels and differences can be established, and draw a 
conclusion. This will include an exploration of how contemporary trade publishers in the 
                                                          
15
 A.H. Van der Weel, Coping With an Online Mentality, 12 April 2014 
<http://www.let.leidenuniv.nl/wgbw/research/Weel_Articles/VanderWeel_CopingWithAnOutlineMentality.pdf> 
(16 September 2014), pp. 1-3; George Lossius, CEO at Publishing Technology 
<http://publishingperspectives.com/2014/01/5-trends-for-trade-publishing-in-2014/> (20 July 2014). 
16
 Thompson draws inspiration from Pierre Bourdieu’s ‘Field Theory’, a theory that explores the power relations 
between groups and people in the Logic of Practice, trans. Richard Nice (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1980). ‘A 
field is a structured space of social positions; it is a structured space of resources and power with its own forms 
of competitions and rewards’. ‘They [fields] are also made up of agents and organizations and the relations 
between them, of networks and supply chains, of different kinds and quantities of power and resources that are 
distributed in certain ways, of specific practises and forms of competition, etc.’. Thompson, Books in the Digital 
Age, pp. 6-7.  
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United Kingdom can ensure a place in the future publishing industry by looking at the history 
of successful publishing in the Victorian period in the United Kingdom, and identifying 
possible bottlenecks that might prevent publishers from achieving this. I would like to assert 
that trade publishers in the Victorian period and the digital era rely heavily on models that are 
tuned to a responsive attitude to consumer demands, a form of ‘agile’ publishing, for their 
continuing survival in a changing book market.
17
 I will show that the models used in 
Victorian times facilitate insights into the viability of similar models for modern-day trade 
publishing in the United Kingdom.  
 
  
                                                          
17
 Agile publishing is the act of publishing ‘characterized by the ability to respond rapidly to customer needs and 
market forces’. ‘agile, adj.’, OED Online, Oxford University Press, June 2015 
<http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/3979?redirectedFrom=agile> (1 April 2015).  
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Scope and Terminology 
This thesis focuses exclusively on the trade publishing industry in the United Kingdom. 
Experts point towards various moments in time when the trade publishing industry is either 
reluctant or slow in moving along with new trends and developments that are going on in the 
book industry, especially in comparison to other publishing fields.
18
 Therefore, it will be 
interesting to explore what motives lie behind this observation, and to see how the ‘Digital 
Challenge’ manifests itself for trade publishers.19 Considering trade publishing is a field in 
publishing which is mostly directed at the general public, the field acts as an adequate 
barometer to measure the extent to which societal change is set in motion by technological 
innovations. Furthermore, Britain, and thereby in extension the United Kingdom, has become 
a global pioneer in book production and dissemination of content as a result of the Industrial 
Revolution in the Victorian period, as Finkelstein notes.
20
 By the 1840s other countries 
followed suit in the adoption of technological advancement in publishing.
21
 In 2014 the 
International Publishers Association’s Global Publishing Monitor 2014 released a statement 
that the publishing industry in the United Kingdom in that particular year was the largest in 
physical book exports, the third largest in number of titles published, and the fifth largest in 
the world in respect to obtained revenue in 2014.
22
 Taking the abovementioned figures into 
account, geographically the United Kingdom is taken as the suitable point of reference for the 
discussion of the trade publishing industry in this thesis. 
This thesis discusses the trade publishing in the United Kingdom during the Industrial 
Revolution and the Digital Revolution. The Victorian era officially runs from 1837-1901, 
following the coronation and death of Queen Victoria. The years leading up to 1837 are 
                                                          
18
 Thompson, Books in the Digital Age, p. 10; S. Eliot, ‘The Business of Victorian Publishing’, D. David (ed.), 
The Cambridge Companion to the Victorian Novel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), p. 47. 
<http://universitypublishingonline.org/cambridge/companions/ebook.jsf?bid=CBO9781139000093> (24 
September 2014); J.A. Sutherland, Victorian Novelists and Publishers (London: The Athlone Press, 1976), p. 38; 
S. Eliot, Some Patterns and Trends in British Publishing, 1800-1919 (London: The Bibliographical Society, 
1994), p. 88. 
19
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, pp. 67-81. 
20
 D. Finkelstein, ‘The Globalization of the Book 1800-1970’, S. Eliot and J. Rose (ed.), A Companion to the 
History of the Book (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), p. 329. 
21
 Finkelstein, ‘The Globalization of the Book 1800-1970’, p. 329. 
22
 <http://www.publishers.org.uk/services-and-statistics/statistics/statistics-news/uk-book-publishing-industry-
fifth-largest-in-the-world/> (1 July 2015). 
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incorporated in the discussion, as this allows for the inclusion of various important political, 
technological and societal events that are influential to the development of Victorian business 
models in trade publishing in the United Kingdom.  
The generally accepted start of the Digital Revolution is in the 1980s, a decade in which 
digital technology is increasingly adopted by society and by the media industries.
23
 The years 
leading up to the 1980s are also included in the discussion of publishing in the digital age, as 
these have contributed to the onset of the Digital Revolution. Bhaskar traces the fundamental 
groundworks for the innovations in digital technology as having started from the 1940s on.
24
  
Some might question the validity of discussing the effects of the Digital Revolution on the 
trade publishing industry, since the transitional process is still in progress. Indeed, we are in 
the middle of this change, and it is therefore difficult to determine with precision what the 
eventual outcome will be. However, following Bhaskar’s assertion that ‘the early phase of 
digital technology, the network society and digital publishing is at a close’, it is already 
possible to analyse the effects of the Digital Revolution on the publishing industry as many 
effects have at present manifested themselves.
25
 Additionally, in 2004 the Publishing Market 
Watch survey executed by the European Commission established the publishing industry 
market is maturing, as indicated by a decline in growth in digital publishing.
26
 Digital 
publishing, as opposed to print publishing, is taken to refer to publishing through the use of 
computer technologies or Internet technologies. Digital publishing can refer to the digitisation 
of publication processes, or to the act of publishing in a digital environment; such as online 
publishing on websites or on databases, or offline on mediums such as e-readers. This thesis 
will discuss publishing in the digital age in overall, rather than limiting itself to the confines 
of digital publishing.  
‘Agile publishing’ is a term that will be used for the characteristics of publishing in both 
the Victorian and digital period. It is the act of publishing ‘characterized by the ability to 
                                                          
23
 A. Briggs and P. Burke, A Social History of the Media: From Gutenberg to the Internet (London: Polity Press, 
2010), p. 216; Thompson, Books in the Digital Age, p. 309. 
24
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, p. 53. 
25
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, p. 56. 
26
 Sectoral report 2: Book publishing, Publishing Market Watch, pp. 72-73. 
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respond rapidly to customer needs and market forces’.27 Although the term agile publishing is 
mostly used within the context of software development, its concept will be stretched to the 
Victorian period. Bhaskar traces the concept of agile publishing to the onset of market-
making business strategies used in publishing in the Second Industrial Revolution, which was 
triggered by a surge of productivity and the following growth of a consumer economy.
28
 
The theory of publishing devised by Michael Bhaskar provides the framework for the main 
discussion throughout this thesis. The elements which together form the system of publishing 
are presented in a defined and organised manner. Because the elements partly overlap with 
each other, the distinction is not as clear-cut as the system of publishing might suggest at a 
first glance. Therefore, the sections in which I have chosen to discuss a particular element 
should in no way be considered as the sole possible place to discuss the element, as it might 
very well be valid to discuss it elsewhere. However, decisions have to be made for the sake of 
the argument.  
The use of the term of ‘book’ is rather ambiguous, especially now that the Digital 
Revolution has made content even more malleable and books no longer single out print, but 
can also refer to digital, untouchable text now. Therefore, throughout this thesis the term book 
will be used to mean any commodity containing or framing content which a publisher 
produced for the market to be consumed by readers, regardless of the platform that is used, 
such as media.  
The widely accepted definition of prose refers to anything that is not poetry. The Oxford 
English Dictionary defines prose as a ‘language in the form in which it is typically written (or 
spoken), usually characterized as having no deliberate metrical structure (in contrast 
with verse or poetry)’.29 In this sense, fiction is considered a form of prose. However, in The 
Economy of Literary Form Erickson upholds another connotation of prose, and he considers 
prose and fiction as two distinct forms of writings.
30
 Although Erickson does not necessarily 
                                                          
27
 ‘agile, adj.’, OED Online, Oxford University Press, June 2015 
<http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/3979?redirectedFrom=agile> (1 April 2015). 
28
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, p. 174. 
29
 ‘prose, n. and adj.’, OED Online, Oxford University Press, June 2015. 
<http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/152927?rskey=ezTygr&result=1&isAdvanced=false> (5 July 2015). 
30
 L. Erickson, The Economy of Literary Form: English Literature and the Industrialization of Publishing, 1800-
15 
 
provide the reader with a clear definition, one can deduct from the context that he understands 
prose to refer to nonfiction writing, critical and familiar in tone and in contrast with versed 
language.
31
 Therefore, throughout this thesis, prose is taken to mean the straightforward and 
matter-of-fact writing generally used in newspapers, magazines and such.  
 
  
                                                                                                                                                                                     
1850 (Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996).  
31
 Erickson, The Economy of Literary Form, pp. 21, 102, 103. 
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Chapter 1: The Theory of Publishing according to Michael Bhaskar 
First and foremost it is necessary to outline the essence of the theoretical framework that is 
used in this thesis, as it provides the basis for the main argument. The system of publishing 
devised by Bhaskar provides a constructive analysis of the publishing industry as it creates 
order in a seemingly chaotic flux of disruptive developments affecting the industry in some 
way or other. There exists a lively on-going debate on what constitutes publishing, especially 
now that the established order is disintegrating due to the effects brought about by the Digital 
Revolution. Bhaskar asserts that modern publishers are wrongfully seeing themselves as 
‘makers of books’, and by redefining themselves as ‘amplifiers of content’ instead, a digital 
direction will manifest itself.
32
 Bhaskar defines the essence of publishing as follows: 
‘Content. Market making. Making public. An element of risk perhaps, not necessarily, but 
commonly, financial’.33 Bhaskar classifies four primary elements that make up the system of 
publishing (fig. 1). These are: models, filtering, framing and amplification.
34
 What constitutes 
the elements of the publishing system alters over time, but the concept itself remains 
consistent.
35
 All elements are influenced to a certain extent by technological, social, political 
and economic context which together form a ‘contextual nexus’.36 Bhaskar’s ‘contextual 
nexus’ is rather similar to what Thompson defines as the ‘logic of the field’.37 Thompson 
understands the ‘logic of the field’ to be ‘the outcome of a specific set of forces and pressures 
and which shapes the activities of particular agents and organizations’; the ‘logic of the field’ 
can also pit agents and organisations against each other as a consequence of changing 
elements.
38
 
  
                                                          
32
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, p. 186. 
33
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, p. 47.  
34
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, p. 133. 
35
 Bashkar, The Content Machine, p. 107. 
36
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, pp. 161, 166. 
37
 Thompson, Books in the Digital Age, p. 7. 
38
 Thompson, Books in the Digital Age, p. 7. 
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Fig. 1. The system of publishing from Michael Bhaskar, The Content Machine: Towards a Theory of Publishing 
from the Printing Press to the Digital Network (London: Anthem Press, 2013), acsm file, p. 166. 
 
Models ‘undergird [and shape due to constitutive nature] the [publishing] process’.39 Models 
formulate the process of how to reach desired results which the publisher wishes to achieve, it 
basically consists of ‘input and decision-making norms’.40 In publishing, models mostly seek 
to accrue value and curb risk of the commodities it deals with.
41
 The system of publishing sets 
out that models work according to the structured nature of publishing, which comprises the 
elements of filtering, the frame and amplification.
42
 Simultaneously, a given society allows 
for certain models to exist, i.e. models are conditioned by technology and social contextual 
factors.
43
 Crucially, models are essential to the process of publishing as they link publishing 
to society in Bhaskar’s view.44 Bhaskar underlines that it is possible, if not even beneficial, 
for publishers to adopt multiple models simultaneously, stating that it will favour a diverse 
and innovative climate for the practice of publishing.
45
 Spreading one’s chances, if you will. 
Publishers exploit various imprints, which tend to different market segments. These market 
                                                          
39
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, p. 165.   
40
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, p. 111. 
41
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, pp. 160, 165.  
42
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, p. 140. 
43
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, p. 140. 
44
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, p. 101. 
45
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, p. 161. 
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segments require separate business strategies customised to the traits and demands of the 
varying fields. For instance, a model for children’s literature will not prove a workable model 
for non-fiction literature. 
Filtering, framing and amplifying ‘collectively form the idea of cultural intermediation’.46 
By ‘cultural intermediations’ Bhaskar understands making a cultural commodity available or 
public by ‘framing texts in order to amplify them or filtering them according to a mode or 
basic operations that are consistently encountered when discussing how the cultural industries 
work’.47 Preceding the other two elements, filtering is ‘to select or remove [content from 
access or availability] through the means of a filter’.48 Publishers as gatekeepers filter content, 
and select the materials available, together creating the notion of scarcity.
49
 The scarcity of a 
commodity or product enhances its value, which is known as ‘scarcity value’.50 For printed 
materials scarcity is an economic constant according to Bhaskar.
51
  
Frames are that which content fills, i.e. distribution mechanisms, channels and media for 
content, and are made possible by technology.
52
 Therefore, the delivery of content is 
conditioned by frames, and likewise for the other way around.
53
 Through the use of 
sociologist Erving Gofman’s (1997) ‘frame analysis’ in media studies, Bhaskar argues that 
‘frames precede and therefore condition our interactions’, adding a dash of subjectivity to the 
process.
54
 Amplification is ‘any intermediation through framing designed, according to a 
model, to increase the consumption or exposure or value of content’.55 Bhaskar asserts that 
                                                          
46
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, p. 165.  
47
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, p. 133. 
48
 ‘filter, v.’, OED Online, Oxford University Press, June 2015 
<http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/70274?rskey=Wyl6Yj&result=1&isAdvanced=false> (19 July 2015); 
Bhaskar, The Content Machine, pp. 110-113. 
49
 Essentially, scarcity is an ‘insufficiency of supply; smallness of available quantity, number, or amount, in 
proportion to the need or demand’, accordingly defined by The Oxford English Dictionary. ‘scarcity, n.’, OED 
Online, Oxford University Press, June 2015 
<http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/172011?redirectedFrom=scarcity> (5 July 2015); Bhaskar, The Content 
Machine, p. 68. 
50
 ‘scarcity, n.’, OED Online, Oxford University Press, June 2015 
<http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/172011?redirectedFrom=scarcity> (5 July 2015). 
51
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, p. 68. 
52
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, pp. 84, 88, 92.  
53
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, p. 92. 
54
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, p. 94.  
55
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, p. 166.  
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amplification and filtering are at the centre of the value chain, and both occur through frames, 
according to models.
56
 Furthermore, when social and technological change occurs, framing 
and amplification alter along with it as they are both social and technological in nature.
57
 The 
key to the future of publishing at any given moment in time, in Bhaskar’s eyes, lies in 
changing models to the new means of framing and amplification.
58
 This notion will be 
explored in more detail in the analysis and discussion of publishing in the Victorian and 
digital era.  
 
  
                                                          
56
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, p. 108. 
57
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, p. 124. 
58
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, pp. 139, 173. 
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Chapter 2: Victorian Publishing and The Content Machine 
2.1 The Theory of Victorian Publishing: Contextual Nexus 
In the history of publishing the Victorian period (1830-1901) marks a pivotal change in the 
make-up of the book industry; ground-breaking technological innovation and extraordinary 
advancement in politics, society and economics catapult Victorian society into a modern era 
subsequently prompting the adoption of new publishing standards that will be used for 
decades to come. The Victorian period overlaps with the First Industrial Revolution (1760-
1820/1840) and Second Industrial Revolution (1840/1860-1914), in which improved 
machinery and large-scale production methods generate higher and faster production rates, 
lower the price of goods and stimulate a wider distribution of products. Simon Eliot speaks of 
a Distribution Revolution (1830-1855) and a Mass-Production Revolution (1875-1914) in 
publishing and lists the Fourdrinier machine, steam-driven presses, case binding, the railway 
system, stereotype, rotary printing, hot-metal typesetting, lithography, photographic 
techniques and electricity as technological developments that engendered the most profound 
impact on increasing production levels.
59
 For the material production of paper the publishing 
industry depended on innovations in the cotton and textile industry, as paper was made from 
old rags and cotton up until the 1860s.
60
 Erickson explains:  
 
The industrialization of the clothing industry not only permitted the manufacture of 
clothing to increase much faster than the rate of increase in the population but also 
allowed the cost of books and periodicals, half to two-thirds of which stemmed from 
the cost of paper at the beginning of the nineteenth century, to remain generally 
constant during the period despite a rising demand from readers.
61
  
 
From the 1800s on the Fourdrinier machine automated and accelerated the production of 
paper; research carried out by Banham shows that it produced more paper in a day than one 
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vat for hand production could produce in a week.
62
 Banham further states that steam-driven 
printing presses invented by Friedrich Koenig printed 1,100 sheets an hour, compared to the 
approximate 300 sheets an hour printed by hand on an iron hand press.
63
 The process of 
bookbinding was also subjected to mechanisation. Eliot argues ‘there was no such thing as 
standard publisher’s binding until the 1830s’ when the introduction of mechanic mass-
production of book covers separated the production of the text-block and cover.
64
 Banham 
notes a transformation of the bookbinding production process in the nineteenth century:  
 
In 1800, books were still bound by hand, usually after being sold to the bookseller or 
private individual as flat sheets or in paper-covered boards which were not intended to 
be durable. By the end of the century, all the various aspects of bookbinding had been 
mechanized and most books were sold ready bound.
65
  
 
The invention of stereotyping meant a breakthrough in many publishing processes. Stereotype 
is ‘the method or process of printing in which a solid plate of type-metal, cast from a papier-
mâché or plaster mould taken from the surface of a form of type, is used for printing from 
instead of the form itself’.66 The first to adopt stereotyping in England were Earl Stanhope 
and Andrew Wilson in 1803, who initially used plaster casts in the process.
67
 Erickson 
establishes that stereotyping became a standard printing process by the 1840s.
68
 Specially cast 
types were needed and it was time-consuming; it took over two hours to produce a single 
plate.
69
 Furthermore, the plaster mould would be destroyed in the process of casting.
70
 Later 
on, around the 1850s, the industry switched to papier mâché or ‘flong’ moulds, which Claude 
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Genoux reintroduced around 1829.
71
 ‘Flong’ moulds could be reused after casting, and it was 
possible to safely store and transport the moulds.
72
 As a result of the adoption of stereotyping 
in printing, the printing process became faster and was less costly to perform.
73
 Banham notes 
that because of stereotyping, reprints no longer required composing the pages anew or leaving 
the type standing for future printing batches.
74
 The composition of new print runs were 
identical to the original edition, making proofreading after the first edition unnecessary.
75
 
Erickson notes that stereotyping reduced ‘the publisher’s risk and capital requirements’ by 
saving costs in of the processes of typesetting, type forms and the warehousing of books.
76
 
Additionally, it allowed publishers to play around with the size of print runs.
77
 Publishers 
could undertake quick reprints, as they had the stereoplates or casts already available for 
printing. As the use of movable type gradually became less intensive, resulting in less wear 
and tear of the type, one could reduce the number of type on stock, and the reprinting of 
works was not reliant on the availability of the movable type and composition of the pages.
78
  
The technical innovations and consequent mass-production seemed to have no bounds, 
even more so when the foundation of the railway system further broke down boundaries and 
quite literally made the United Kingdom more accessible. The establishment of the railway 
system in the United Kingdom increased the distribution of goods; Eliot notes that trains 
could carry bulky materials easily and cheaply to virtually any town in the country in a matter 
of hours, and the railway furthermore provided a new reading environment due to its smooth 
transportation of passengers.
79
  
During the Mass-Production Revolution the speed of printing accelerated further due to the 
invention of the vertical rotary press (Applegath, 1848) and the horizontal rotary press (R. 
Hoe & Co, 1858), machines which ‘had up to ten feeding stations and was capable of up to 
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20,000 impressions an hour’.80 Additionally, the introduction of hot-metal typesetting for 
letterpress printing, which consists of punch-cutting, type-casting and composition, reduced 
the process of printing in time and expenses and allowed publishers ‘to respond more flexibly 
to the demand of books’.81 Punch-cutting was mechanised in 1885 by Linn Boyd Benton’s 
punch-cutting pantograph that made metal punches; formerly punches were cut out of wood 
by hand.
82
 Eliot notes that the revolution in type-casting improves the flexibility with which 
text could be worked with before the final print.
83
 The preparation of pages of metal type for 
printing is automated towards the end of the nineteenth century, and in the 1880s machines 
are produced that combine casting and composition, such as the Linotype machine.
84
  
An increase in wealth, population and education, owing to the effects of industrialisation 
and urbanisation, results in a growing demand for books and consequently generates a mass-
market to which Victorian publishers can cater.
85
 Erickson argues that the innovations dating 
from 1830-1855 made ‘economies of scale possible in publishing and so allowing more 
readers than ever before’.86 Furthermore, he ascribes the expansion of nineteenth century 
publishing to the rise in the general standard of living and the growth of the economy.
87
 Child 
asserts that the heightened demand for printing products is the result of ‘the growth of 
commerce, the extension of education and the development of advertising’.88 David notes a 
staggering rise in population from 8.9 million to 32.5 million in the United Kingdom in the 
nineteenth century.
89
 Most of the population starts migrating towards the city, where the 
highest employment rate is found due to the increasing number of cotton and textile mills that 
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are founded; consequently setting in motion the urbanisation of Victorian society. The 
industrialisation provides an impetus to the economy; a vast middle-class grows who 
commercially benefit from the Industrial Revolution.
90
 Furthermore, the diffusion of printed 
content was made cheaper by the gradual abolishment of stamp taxes.91 The Stamp Act of 
1819 meant one had to pay ‘fourpence per copy tax on any periodical containing news or 
comment on the news which was published more frequently than every twenty-six days and 
cost less than sixpence’.92 In 1836 tax was reduced to a penny, until it was abolished in 
1855.93 The tax on paper was abolished in 1861.94  
Political measures improved the general standard of living. The Reform Bills from 1832, 
1867, and 1884 extend voting rights to groups of society formerly left out, as a consequence 
of the efforts of the ‘universal male suffrage’ movement.95 In 1832 the first Reform Act 
‘extends vote to men meeting property qualification, reduces rotten boroughs and redistributes 
Parliamentary seats to better represent urban areas’.96 In 1867 the second Reform Act 
‘extends vote to urban working men meeting property qualification’.97 In 1884 the third 
Reform Act ‘addresses imbalance between men's votes in boroughs and counties’.98 Poor 
working conditions are challenged by the establishment of Unions advocating safer work 
environments and higher salaries.
99
 Furthermore, the Factory Acts passed by government in 
1831, 1833, 1844, 1847, 1867 and 1891 reduce the working hours, raise the age of 
employment and consolidate safety and sanitary regulations, particularly with regards to 
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women and children.
100
 The National Education Act dating from 1870 marks the onset for the 
provision of free, compulsory and non-religious education on a national level for children 
between aged between 5 and 10 years old.
101
 Needless to say, the enforcement of the 
Education Act had a deep impact on the literacy rate. Research by Eliot reveals that literacy 
continues to rise throughout the nineteenth century in England and Wales, findings that are 
based on the rates of people that signed marriage certificates with a written signature: in 1841 
this is 67% of the men and 51% of the women, 81% of the men and 73% of the women in 
1871, and by 1900 it includes 97% of both men and women.
102
 Eliot establishes literacy was 
more common in the city than it was in rural areas, those from the middle-classes rather than 
the lower-classes, and literacy was more common for the male rather than the female 
population.
103
 At the same time, Eliot concedes relating an increasing literacy rate to the 
increasing book consumption might not provide a solid argument, considering one did not 
necessarily require reading skills in order to experience books; the content was also available 
to the public through the means of lectures, readings by authors, and other such means.
104
 
Regardless, it is one of the few means to establish literacy rates in the Victorian period and so 
it will have to do. The abovementioned external factors combined form the ‘contextual nexus’ 
that provides the fuel for a well-oiled Victorian ‘Content Machine’.105   
 
2.2 The Theory of Victorian Publishing: Models 
In the course of the nineteenth century trade publishers are shown to adopt models that are 
compliant with the changing consumer needs and market forces effectuated by the Industrial 
Revolution.
106
 Bhaskar asserts that an innovation in productivity during the Second Industrial 
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Revolution (1840s on), that of mass-production, ignites the growth of a consumer economy 
and consequently opens up niche markets.
107
 The models that accompany these subsets of the 
book market actively reach out to a wider and more diverse audience by fashioning literary 
form, genre, format and price range to each specific market segment.
108
 Furthermore, 
publishers increasingly bypass traditional sales channels and seek to directly sell content to 
consumers.
109
 The aim is to maximise the distribution and consumption of content in order to 
obtain a maximum profit. Bhaskar establishes that this active form of market making, or 
marketing, is a new approach in publishing.
110
  
The prevalent literary form that is produced and consumed alters dramatically from the 
1820s onwards; Erickson notes a gradual decline of poetry, prose and essays and an increase 
of fiction.
111
 Before the 1840s the production and consumption of the written word is 
expensive. Therefore, the production of literary form is directed at the educated and wealthy 
who can afford the purchase of luxury goods.
112
 Erickson states that ‘until the 1820s 
publishers were content to publish novels in expensive editions bought largely by circulating 
libraries and occasionally by the wealthy’.113 However, Erickson points out that as economic 
and technological developments break open a consumer economy allowing for mass-
production and mass-consumption, transforming publishing into a highly lucrative business, 
publishers alter literary forms to coincide with the preference of the masses, who, if anything, 
wish to be entertained.
114 
Furthermore, new genres of fiction are created to specifically appeal 
to the growing reading public, the working and middle-classes respectively.
115
 The increasing 
tendency towards fiction as the prevalent literary form in the nineteenth century indicates that 
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publishers create models aimed at reaching a mass-market.
116
  
From the 1830s on trade publishers produce four highly successful and innovative 
publication formats for fiction that were to transform the composition, publication, 
distribution and consumerism of the novel: the Three-Decker novel (a novel in three 
volumes), the part-issue, the collective reissue novel and (magazine) serialisation, accordingly 
identified by Sutherland.
117
 The Three-Decker was published from the 1830s until 1894, 
which is by far the longest life-span out of the four formats.
118
 The main purchaser is the 
circulating library which, as Eliot states, ‘provided a safe, easy and quick market’ for the 
Three-Decker.
119
 Unlike the other formats (i.e. the part-issue, the collective reissue novel and 
magazine serialisation), the Three-Decker did not directly sell to a mass-audience; it mostly 
sold to circulating libraries. The Three-Decker novel is therefore better described as a mass 
economy format, rather than a mass market format, since it did provide the publisher with a 
stable profit and the format did in fact reach the masses eventually, namely the general public 
who held a subscription to the circulating libraries. Via a byway published content is 
dispersed to the masses, amplifying the exposure of the content. Eliot notes that the most 
famous and fashionable circulating library at the time was Mudie’s, who consequently held a 
monopoly on the Three-Decker and could impose discount on publishers; Mudie’s paid for 
the size of the batch he ordered, rather than per individual book.
120
 According to Sutherland 
the Three-Decker was not highly profitable, as the ‘publisher is left with something under 1 
pound average income from his novel once it has left his warehouse’.121 Despite the little 
profit the Three-Decker returned, Sutherland asserts that it provided the publisher with a 
steady income and the profit made from the sales of the Three-decker novel allowed 
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publishers to take more risks and experiment with other means of publication.
122
  
It is the same Mudie’s that eventually brought publishers to abruptly stop publishing the 
Three-Decker. Griest notes that Mudie’s ‘destroyed the Three-Decker’ when Mudie’s issued 
new terms for publishers to adhere to; namely the lowering of the price per volume to 4s., and 
by restricting publishers to release cheaper editions of the novels only after a year the 
publication of the Three-Decker.
123
 Publishers would not stand for this, as it inadvertently 
meant losing out on more revenue, and as a result publishers turned to the publication of the 
one-volume cheaper edition instead. Erickson marks the end for the domination of the market 
for fiction by the circulating libraries in the 1930s, when Mudie’s closed its doors.124 
Serialisation became a much practised method to distribute content in the nineteenth 
century, which Sutherland defines as ‘the division of narrative into separately issued 
instalments, usually for commercial convenience but occasionally for art’.125 Serialisation 
appeared in many shapes and sizes; the part-issue, the magazine, newspaper and journal serial 
notably.
126
 It involved periodical publication of short content written by famous authors, and 
was generally cheap to purchase.
127
 Serialisation was a risky venture; by using works by 
famous authors publishers optimised the likelihood of consumption.
128
 Financially periodicals 
generated high returns, but it also posed high risks for the publisher.
129
 As a consequence, 
advertising becomes an integral part of serials in order to maximise visibility and income.
130
 
Sutherland identifies Chapman & Hall and Bradbury & Evans as the most successful 
publishers of serials.
131
 
The part-issue publication is famously premiered as a mode of serialisation in 1836 by 
author Charles Dickens and his publisher Chapman & Hall for Dickens’ Pickwick Papers, in 
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shilling monthly numbers.
132
 Sutherland notes that the formula for a successful publication 
involved a famous author and illustrator, abundant advertising, high and recurrent production 
costs and ‘efficient kingdom-wide agency and co-publishing relations’.133 Part-issue 
publication was already in use before 1836, as a republication of content following the Three-
Decker first publication.
134
 Sutherland argues however, that it is for the first time that part-
issue publication is used for new fiction.
135
 Only a small selection of novels were published in 
part-issue publication, because of the high financial risk for the publisher.
136
 Sutherland 
illustrates: 
 
Over the period 1837-70 an estimated 8-9,000 works of fiction were produced in 
England. At the beginning of this period (its boom time) there were at maximum some 
15 part-issued shilling serials a year. The number settled down by the 1840s to around 
five. By the end of the 1860s, it had dwindled to one or two. And by September 1870, 
there was only one.
137
  
 
Not surprisingly, the ‘one’ refers to no other than Charles Dickens, who enjoyed unparalleled 
success as an author.
138
 Sutherland ascribes the decline of the part-issue publication to 
consumers turning to other serials created out of cheaper materials and a more efficient means 
of reproduction.
139
 
The first Collective reissue was Bentley and Colburn’s ‘Standard Novels’ selling at 6s in 
1831.
140
 From the 1840s on Sutherland notes a rapid increase of the format and hails 
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Chapman & Hall’s cheap editions of Dickens and Lytton in 1847 as setting the standard.141 
The Collective reissue targeted the vastly growing middle-class, who were easily reached 
through the means of the railway network.
142
 Even more so when bookseller W.H. Smith 
launches its railway bookstall network in 1848, which soon becomes the prime selling point 
for the Collective reissue.
143
 Because the format followed prior publications, the exposure of 
popular authors to the public was elongated by the Collective reissue.
144
 Sutherland uses 
Dickens as an example to illustrate this point:  
 
One effect of this kind of collective issue was to keep all of Dickens simultaneously 
before the public. Almost four-fifth of the volumes printed by Chapman and Hall in 
this edition were works written before 1850. In this way Dickens had a kind of total 
and continual existence for the readers of his age.
145
 
 
Experts note that publishers adopt magazine serialisation as a prominent mode of publication 
after its initial success in the journalism branch.
146
 Bhaskar argues that newspapers generally 
were the first to incorporate new developments in print: ‘newspapers pioneered many 
developments in print, including faster, wider distribution, more efficient typesetting and the 
process of industrialisation that so spurred print volumes from the turn of the nineteenth 
century’.147 By its very nature, the newspaper trade is intent on disseminating content as fast, 
cheap and widely as possible. It is no wonder then, that the innovation should be picked up 
first by the newspaper trade rather than any of the other fields in the publishing industry. Eliot 
agrees, and provides the following technologies that were picked up by the newspaper trade as 
examples to have made an impact on the means of printing in the Industrial Revolution: 
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‘faster and faster powered machines, rotary printing, printing from a continuous roll (or web) 
of paper, and typesetting machines [...]’.148  
Research by Erickson demonstrates that in the 1830s and 1840s literary monthlies or 
quarterlies sold around 15,000 copies, and literary weeklies around 20,000 copies, but without 
an apparent front-runner as all literary weeklies received similar readership numbers without 
any one towering above the other.
149
 Although some publishers were more successful than 
others, there was not one single publisher that domineered the book market with magazine 
serialisation; most were at arms-length in terms of popularity. Erickson argues that it is the 
market segmentation that is the cause for this trend.
 150
 According to Sutherland every 
prominent publishing house acquired its own fiction-carrying journal from the 1850s on.
151
 
Magazine serialisation held many advantages for publishers: it provided a large revenue 
because it was sold on a large scale, and it posed less financial risk compared to other modes 
of serialisation as readers would continue to buy periodicals for other content even if a story 
was badly received by the consumer.
152
 Furthermore, the published content reached new 
audiences and enlarged its readership.
153
 Sutherland argues that the publisher could display 
their wares through advertising, and the format functioned as a flexible platform for 
publishers to test the reader's’ taste.154  
Publishers adhered to cheap pricing models in order to encourage mass-consumption, with 
the exception of the Three-Decker. Research by Erickson reveals that Victorian economics 
show a rather interesting trend; despite a rising demand from readers and an overall reduction 
of the price of goods, especially that of production costs, the price of the published content in 
trade publishing remained fairly stable throughout the century.
155
 By offering cheap 
publications of new fiction and by keeping the price low, publishers sustained fiction as an 
affordable commodity for all classes. 
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However, low pricing necessitates selling a copious number of copies in order to break 
even and generate a high return.
156
 As a result, publishers adopt several business strategies to 
enlarge the visibility and consumption of literary publications through the means of marketing 
and advertising.
157
 Eliot traces genre marketing, targeting certain segments of the market by 
marketing specifically designed content, to the 1860s and 1870s.
158
  
As the amplificatory nature of technology increases the dissemination of content and 
enables quick copying processes, the piracy of content proves to be a growing issue for 
publishers.
159
 Sutherland states that the early-Victorian publisher was confronted with a lack 
of copyright on ideas; this often meant titles or plot lines of successful works were mimicked 
and published, the Victorian spin on (illegal) fanfiction if you will.
160
 It was difficult for a 
publisher to maintain in control of its original content on legal grounds; all one could build on 
was the Statute of Anne (1710) which acknowledged the author as the primary beneficiary 
and released works into the public domain after twenty-eight years.
161
 Eliot argues that the 
Copyright Act of 1842 is the first attempt to improve intellectual property regulations in the 
Victorian period; the Act dictates copyright to either last the lifetime of an author plus seven 
years post-mortem, or forty-two years from the first publication.
162
 An international copyright 
agreement was achieved during the Berne Convention for the Protection of Literary and 
Artistic Works held in 1886.
163
 In 1891 the International Copyright Law passed in America 
finally introduces copyright protection to the works of foreign authors in the United States.
164
 
America in particular was a sore in the UK publishing industry their eye. Dickens, for 
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instance, was an avid campaigner against piracy in America and even visited the country to 
promote awareness of its consequences for both the author and the work.
165
 William St Clair 
asserts that copyright models ‘reduce risks, incentivise investment and protect returns […]’.166 
For a publisher to hold the monopoly on a commodity is beneficial to their position, as it 
generates value through scarcity.
167
 Towards the end of the Victorian period the publishing 
industry is in possession of better legal means to protect its value and position. 
 
2.3 The Theory of Victorian Publishing: Filtering 
Publishers in Victorian England filter content in respect to what is expected to enjoy a mass-
appeal. The decline of poetry, prose and essays points towards the degradation of high-brow 
literature and marks the onset of diverse and low-threshold publications; in short, it is the era 
of the mass-market novel.
168
 Erickson notes that publishers segment the market for which 
they filter their content based on political, religious and class distinctions, as fierce 
competition, mainly in magazines and reviews, forces publishers to actively reach out to their 
target-audience in order to reach consumers and ensure revenue.
169
 New genres enter the book 
market; Van der Weel establishes the rise of the detective novel, sensational literature in 
fiction (also known as the ‘cliff-hanger’, ‘pulp-fiction’ or ‘penny dreadful’) and the illustrated 
periodical press in non-fiction.
170
   
As stated before, publishers as gatekeepers select or remove content from access or 
availability, and select the materials available, which combined creates the notion of scarcity. 
For printed materials scarcity is an economic constant according to Bhaskar.
171
 Bhaskar states 
that ‘the limitations and costs of the physical remained’ in Victorian times, despite the 
                                                          
165
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, pp. 36-37. 
166
 See: W. St Clair, The Reading Nation in the Romantic Period (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2004). From: Bhaskar, The Content Machine, p. 143. 
167
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, p. 143. 
168
 Erickson, The Economy of Literary Form, pp. 102-103. Erickson understands prose to refer to nonfiction 
writing, critical and familiar in tone and in contrast with versed language. Therefore, throughout this thesis, 
prose is taken to mean the straightforward and matter-of-fact writing generally used in newspapers, magazines 
and such. 
169
 Erickson, The Economy of Literary Form, p. 72. 
170
 Van der Weel, Coping With an Online Mentality, p. 2. 
171
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, p. 68. 
34 
 
increase in productivity.
172
  
The framing of short content in serialisation allows publishers to calibrate content to 
market reception. Erickson states that on average, the success or failure of a serial in 
individual numbers or in journals was detected around the fourth instalment.
173
 If a story was 
received well, the publishers would continue publication and possibly model future 
publications after the successful serial. If it did not deliver as calculated, publishers could 
minimise financial risk by putting a halt to the publication, and, if the serial was published in 
a journal, the publication space could be filled with novel content.
174
 
 
2.4 The Theory of Victorian Publishing: Frames and Framing 
The Victorian publishing industry produced four highly successful and innovative formats of 
publication that were to transform the composition, publication, distribution and consumerism 
of the novel: the Three-Decker novel, the part-issue, the collective reissue novel and 
(magazine) serialisation, accordingly identified by Sutherland.
175
 These particular distribution 
mechanisms of content, or frames, convey a set of preconceptions with respect to genre, price, 
presentation, status and quality and are designed to accommodate a mass-market audience that 
varies in available means and needs.
176
  
The Three-Decker essentially presented quality fiction in three-part volumes. The three-
volume format was sold at the high price of 31s. 6d.
177
 As mentioned before, the main 
purchasers of the Three-Decker were the circulating libraries. These were mostly frequented 
by a middle class public, particularly by women.
178
 For the production of the Three-Decker 
cheap binding and editions were used, due to the short life a novel enjoyed in circulating 
libraries.
179
 Because the circulating library was the prime purchaser of the Three-Decker, 
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Eliot argues that the commodity changes very little with regards to price, content and form 
during its life-time.
180
   
The part-issue is a means of serialisation published as a separate pamphlet of new fiction 
that includes ‘advertisers’, such as Weeklies and Monthlies part-issue.181 Sutherland describes 
it as ‘twenty monthly, self-contained, illustrated parts, each 32 pages long, selling at one 
shilling, wrapped in a uniformly illustrated paper cover and accompanied by an advertiser’.182 
Part-issue publication enjoyed great popularity with the new readers and the working-
classes.
183
 
The Collective edition is a weekly or monthly, small-length and inexpensive reissue of 
works of fiction that had already attained a ‘classic status’ aimed at a middle-class target-
audience.
184
  
Another form of serialisation used by Victorian publishers is magazine serialisation. The 
periodical publication contained new high-quality fiction, articles on matters of current 
interest by various authors, and was usually intended ‘for a special-interest readership’.185  
 
2.5 The Theory of Victorian Publishing: Amplification 
The social and technical effects brought about by the Industrial Revolution have an immense 
influence on the amplification processes of the Victorian publishing industry, which manifests 
itself in a successful mass-production and mass-consumption climate.
186
 Amplification is 
performed through the means of the production and distribution of print, according to models 
intent on maximizing exposure in order to generate the highest possible returns. As discussed 
before, technological innovations in production processes allow for an increasing 
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productivity; both in available materials and in production speed.
187
 Consequently, the 
production of goods becomes increasingly cheaper to perform, allowing the publisher to offer 
cheaper editions of fiction to a more varied reading public.
188
 The distribution of printed 
content is made faster and easier by the establishment of the railway-system.
189
  
Further amplification occurs through marketing and advertising and in review or retail 
space. First and foremost publishers bypass the traditional bookshop as a sales channel.
190
 
Fiction becomes immediately and widely available in circulating libraries, in bookstalls such 
as W.H. Smith, in the tobacco shop, and in other alternative sales channels.
191
 Furthermore, 
Erickson notes that by releasing short-content periodical publications, particularly in 
magazines, publishers effectively attract and sustain the readers’ attention.192 Additionally, 
magazine serialisation reached new audiences.
193
 By offering different available formats 
framing the same content on the book market prolonged the exposure of a text to audiences. 
Through marketing and advertising publishers increase their visibility and reach more groups 
of readers. Erickson notes that ‘marketing and advertising had begun to dominate the public’s 
taste and could for a moment gain the attention of readers […]’.194 Essentially, the 
Distribution Revolution altered amplification in such a way that the act of publishing alters 
dramatically.
195
 Amplification in the sense of acting so that more copies of a work are 
distributed or consumed physically, is ensured by adopting faster production methods and 
distribution systems that are the result of the introduction of industrial technologies in the 
publishing industry.
196
 Amplification in the more immaterial sense of the word, in regard to 
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value and exposure, is achieved by capturing the attention of readers (either target groups or 
audiences from varying market segments) through reviews and advertisements, by securing 
retail space, and by exposing the book market with the same content for a longer period of 
time by publishing different frames for the same content. With the amplificatory efforts of 
Victorian publishers, among other things, a low-threshold, mass-market reading economy is 
created.  
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Chapter 3: The Theory of Digital Publishing  
3.1: The Theory of Digital Publishing: Contextual Nexus  
Today the trade publishing industry is yet again undergoing fundamental transformations that 
will have an irrevocable impact on the make-up of the publishing industry in some way or 
other. Throughout the twentieth century major technological advancements have paved the 
way for the Digital Revolution, which is generally accepted to have started in the 1980s at a 
time when digital technologies are increasingly adopted by society and by the media 
industries.
197
 It is a period marked by the development of a staggering amount of 
technological innovations and an increasing speed with which these appear. Economist Max 
Roser establishes that since the Industrial Revolution the growth of technological progress has 
grown exponentially, rather than in a linear fashion, which he bases on ‘Moore’s Law’.198 The 
extraordinary speed with which digital inventions are put on the market, the convergence of 
new technologies and the development of ‘non-material production’ mark a revolutionary 
period that have a profound effect on society.
199
 As technology, politics, economy and society 
are rapidly evolving and restructuring, the ‘contextual nexus’ exerts revolutionary influence 
over the constitution of the system of publishing.
200
  
The technological developments that engender the most profound impact on the trade 
publishing industry in particular and society at large are the computer, the Internet and the 
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World Wide Web.
201
 These technological inventions have caused a migration from analogue 
and mechanical technology to digital technology, and it has resulted in the computerisation 
and digitisation of many publishing processes, the dematerialisation of content and the growth 
of digital networks.
202
 An important aspect of digitisation is a process which is generally 
known as ‘convergence’.203 Briggs and Burke define ‘convergence’ as ‘[…] the development 
of digital technology, the integration of text, numbers, images and sound, different elements 
in the media which have largely been considered separately in the previous periods of 
history’.204 Convergence allows for the multi-functionality and interoperability of content 
accessed through digital devices.
205
 Take for example the possibility to stream television 
online, or the reading of an enhanced e-book. As a result of convergence, Bhaskar notes that 
for the digital era ‘we cannot make straightforward distinctions between media forms, 
technological environments and social structures’ anymore as these are now intertwined.206 
Bhaskar states that ‘convergence’ signifies that publishers compete across the entire range of 
media production, whereas before publishers mostly had to compete with new parties 
appearing from within the field of publishing.
207
 New parties and technologies, also referred 
to as ‘disruptive agents’, enter and alter the traits of the existing book domain.208 For example, 
this is the case for online retailers such as Amazon who now also provide publishing services, 
or the rise of online self-publishing platforms such as Lulu.
209
  
Bhaskar traces the fundamental groundworks for the innovations in digital technology to 
have started from the 1940s on, when the first computer technologies were developed.
210
 The 
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innovation of the first computer starts with the signing of a contract for ENIAC (Electronic 
Numerical Integrator and Computer) in 1943, which is the first electronic digital computer to 
be developed, and reaches its conclusion by the 1950s.
211
 In 1952 the first IBM computer 
(IBM 701) was put on the market, which marks the anniversary of the first commercially 
available computer.
212
 In 1975 the first computer shop opens in Los Angeles, which serves to 
illustrate that the computer becomes a mainstream and an affordable commodity for the 
general public and it is the beginning of the introduction of the computer into our 
households.
213
 Roser asserts that for the personal computer, which is any computer suitable 
for individual use, ‘the doubling time of computational capacity […] was 1.5 years between 
1975 to 2009’, which he bases on ‘Moore’s Law’.214 In 1976 the Apple Corporation is 
founded, who is responsible for the development and sale of the first portable computers.
215
 
The portable computer is small in size, easy to carry around, and is meant for private use or 
for the use of accommodating a flexible workplace. Briggs and Burke point out that until the 
1970s, computers were generally seen as calculating machines or helpful devices useful for in 
the office.
216
 Within a few decades, the computer gradually became compacter in size, 
attained a higher processing speed, an increasing memory capacity, and became considerably 
lower in price.
217
 As the technology of the computer evolved, the invention and adoption of 
the Internet and the World Wide Web would revamp the perception of the computer as a mere 
calculating machine.
218
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The invention of the Internet follows not long after that of the computer, and serves as an 
extension of the medium. The Internet is a computer network, which signifies that it connects 
one computer network to another, ‘such as two or more local area networks connected by a 
shared communications protocol’ and it additionally facilitates the exchange of data between 
the two devices.
219
 Asa and Briggs point out that the Internet was initially designed to 
function as a limited network (ARPA) for the sharing of information for universities, the 
military, and research institutions; by 1975 there were approximately 2,000 users.
220
 By the 
1980s however, the business of Internet starts to commercialise, which manifests itself in the 
rise of commercial companies that offer Internet to consumers, such as Microsoft, and it 
results in the standardisation of Internet policies and the development of the World Wide 
Web.
221
 
The World Wide Web, which was first coined by Tim Burners-Lee in 1989, is a tool that is 
used to access and share information through the means of Internet and it finalised the push to 
the digital direction.
222
 According to Berners-Lee, it has transformed the Internet into a mass 
medium accessible and useable for all, and not just accessible to a select group of educated 
people or military elite as the Internet first started out with.
223
 The global standardisation of 
Internet protocols have a beneficial effect on the universal adoption of the Internet as a 
medium for communication.
224
 Currently the number of Internet users is close to 3.4 billion 
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on a global scale, although demographically the number of users can vary considerably per 
region.
225
 Thomson Reuters states that in 2010, 65 percent of people have Internet access in 
Europe, 55 percent in the Americas, a mere 9.6 percent of the population in Africa and 21.9 
percent in Asia.
226
 In 2000, 26.82 percent of the population of the United Kingdom have 
access to Internet, whereas the number increases to a staggering 92.6 percent of the 
population by 2016.
227
 Now, Internet can be accessed on various electronic devices as a result 
of digital technologies and convergence.
228
 Devices such as mobile phones, tablets, and e-
readers, and even cars, watches and refrigerators. The abovementioned figures show that over 
a fairly short amount of time, the Internet has become a major means of communication by 
and for the masses. Social changes on such a massive scale cannot but have major far-
reaching effects on the publishing industry, since the two are inter-related.  
According to De Witte, Manuel Castells describes in The Internet Galaxy ‘how practices of 
social interaction and information distribution have changed since society increasingly 
organises itself through computer-communicated social networks, which he defines as the 
Network Society’.229 Social networks such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Pinterest and 
Whatsapp for instance. Citing Castells, Bhaskar points out that advancing digital technology 
and the consequent changing social formations have conjured up an alteration in the way in 
which we now communicate, namely mainly through one digital system.
230
 Bhaskar asserts 
that Castell’s ‘Network Society’ creates an informational economy (an economy in which 
generating and processing information, or content, are the sources of value in the market 
place), shrinks geographic coordinates, changes patterns of productivity and work, reshapes 
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distribution of content and even reshapes content itself.
231
  
Through the use of the flexibility that is inherent to the Internet, the Network obliterates 
the concept of physical borders as it shrinks geographic coordinates.
232
 Once connected to the 
Network, users are able to communicate with one another in an instant no matter where or 
when one accesses the Network. As a result both physical and legal boundaries of markets 
blur, which makes it more difficult for producers of content to protect one’s copyright, as the 
dematerialisation of content also makes it possible to easily share content with others in the 
Network.  
The language used to communicate on the Internet is predominantly English, studies dating 
from 2013 show.
233
 It works in the favour of publishers from the United Kingdom who 
predominantly publish content in the English language, as they have the opportunity to reach 
out the majority of Internet users and online consumers, who are all connected with one 
another in the ‘Network’. Throughout the twentieth century the publishing industry is 
increasingly operating on an international scale, and as a result the book market undergoes a 
globalisation process, especially from the early ‘90s onwards.234 There are various 
explanations for this trend. Thompson asserts it started with a ‘continuously expanding 
linguistic region’ of the English language, due to the colonial settling of the British Empire in 
countries such as India, Australia, and so on, which consequently opened up a potential book 
market outside the confines of the United Kingdom.
235
 Thompsons further argues that ‘the 
English language was widely spoken in many parts of the world, either as a primary language 
or as an official language which became an integral part of state institutions in a multilingual 
context’.236 Furthermore, the English language has become a standard for communications in 
the field of trade, international affairs and research in the twentieth century, with America 
becoming an influential and powerful country as playing a major part in this development.
237
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The impact of digital technologies combined with the emergence of the Network on the 
publishing industry is predominantly a ‘revolution in the process’ according to Thompson, 
more than a ‘revolution in the product’.238 The ‘revolution in the process’ is what Thompson 
understands to be a ‘hidden revolution’, defined as such because the visible output of the act 
of publishing to date predominantly remains more or less the same, whereas the production 
processes of published content has gone through a transformative change over the years.
239
 
Castells is on the same page as Thompson and asserts that 
 
the process of conception, production, and publication of printed material is being 
entirely transformed by the Internet, but the product itself […] is unlikely to change 
substantially in the foreseeable future, as the negligible demand for the first versions 
of electronic pocket books seem to indicate.
240
 
 
When discussing the impact of digital technologies on the publishing industry, it is therefore 
important to distinguish between technological developments concerning digital aid to 
conventional publishing, and digital publishing. Thompson identifies the following processes 
levels where digitisation has made an impact on the business of publishing; these are 
operating systems and information flows, content management and manipulation, marketing 
and service provision, and content delivery.
241
  
The first wave of change set in motion by the introduction of digital technologies in the 
publishing industry prompts the computerisation and digitisation of work flows and 
production processes. Thompson shows that the digitisation of operating systems and 
information flows have improved the management of information and it has aided the 
maintenance of an ‘efficient, comprehensive and up-to-date system’ to which a publisher can 
have access through a networked database and easily retrieve necessary content or data rather 
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than merely storing it.
242
 Banham notes that the entire process of producing books was already 
completely automated by 1970 through the use of computers.
243
 The use of desktop 
publishing systems for the benefit of word processing allows publishers to create, generate, 
edit, store and print content within a digital environment. For instance, typesetting and text 
design are now performed in a digital networked environment.
244
 Van der Weel notes on the 
development of the mark-up for text that  
 
as early as the 1960s the insight had begun to take hold that a text’s content and its 
typographic appearance could be separated from each other in a digital environment, and 
that this was, moreover, a meaningful distinction to make in the editing and production 
process.
245
  
 
The separation of content and its carrier makes content highly flexible and malleable to work 
with. Despite the transformative powers that digital technologies impose on publishing 
processes, the output of publishing initially remains the same. Bhaskar notes that the book 
only became ‘print at a late stage in the publishing process’ than before.246  
Hall asserts that technological developments towards digital printing result in cheaper costs 
for the smaller print runs compared to the costs of offset or letterpress printing, an improved 
control over the timing of printing (such as through the use of print on demand), a lowering of 
the stock holding, seeing as the publisher can now apportion the size of the printing batch, a 
lowering of shipping costs and local printing options reduce costs as in-house printing 
becomes more practiced.
247
 It allows the publisher to save costs and respond to customer 
demands with more ease and agility than before. 
The second wave of change brought about by the digitisation and dematerialisation of 
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content manifests itself in the development of digital products by the publishing industry.
248
 
The digitisation and dematerialisation of content allows publishers to play around with the 
output. Digital publishing involves the creation and distribution of electronic files which the 
consumer can purchase or access either in a networked environment. Hall underlines that the 
advantage of preparing content in a neutral format is that one input can then be turned into 
various outputs; these are for instance print hardback, ebook files, a PDF, and ebook files for 
further enhancement.
249
 The aforementioned developments allows publishers to handle their 
content more flexibly, and it enables them to respond to market demands in a fairly 
straightforward manner, considering the content is readily available and easy to retrieve. This 
can be noted in the strategies publishers adopt for marketing, service provision and content 
delivery, which will be looked at in the models section of chapter 3.  
Other developments that occur within the field of publishing in the past decades that have 
loosely to do with the technological and social change are a growth of title output, a 
concentration of corporate power, a transformation of the retail sector, the globalisation of 
markets and the globalisation of publishing firms.
250
 Fig. 2 shows how the number of books 
published has increased in the decades leading up to the onset of Digital Revolution: 
 
 
Fig. 2. Number of titles and new editions published in the United Kingdom from 1950 to 1980.
251
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The upward trend continues in the decades following the 1980s. In 1996 the number of newly 
published titles and editions was 114,153, a 137 % growth compared to that of 1980.
252
 The 
sharp growth illustrates the beneficial effects that digital technological innovations have on 
the publishing processes. In the year 2013 Nielsen Book recorded the total number of new and 
revised titles published was 184,400, of which a total of 61,300 was digital.
253
 These figures 
illustrate that, where the publishing of new titles and editions is concerned, there continues to 
be an upward trend. It indicates that there is still a viable market and a sufficient consumer 
demand that publishers can exhaust. Furthermore, the publishing of digital content is 
becoming more regular for trade publishers in the United Kingdom, as well as the 
consumption of the ebook format. 
In the 1960s the publishing industry in the United Kingdom experienced mergers within 
the business, which resulted in larger major publishers ruling the book market.
254
 According 
to Wirtén, this development occurred in three stages: first textbook publishers were bought by 
companies outside the publishing sphere, followed by large media corporations buying up 
trade publishers, and finally ‘the vertical and horizontal consolidation of the contemporary 
transnational media corporation including its holding in print’.255 These days, the publishing 
groups that enjoy the highest market shares for consumer sales in the United Kingdom in 
2014 are: Bertelsmann (Penguin Random House/Transworld), Hachette Livre UK 
(Headline/Hodder/Little Brown/Orion), News Corporation (HarperCollins), Holtzbrinck (Pan 
MacMillan), Bloomsbury, Simon & Schuster, Pearson and Oxford University Press.
256
 
The retail sector has transformed considerably; retail chain superstores emerged such as 
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Waterstones, and online retailers such as Amazon have joined the retail market.
257
 Over the 
years many independent booksellers that could not compete with the superstore and online 
retailer have been made redundant as a result.
258
 Online shopping is becoming increasingly 
popular. The Bookseller reports that online book buying overtook in-store book buying in 
2014.
259
  
The introduction of digital technologies to the publishing industry revolutionised business 
structures and publishing processes. Similar to the technological innovations that were made 
in the Victorian period, improved technology and large-scale production methods generate 
higher and faster production rates, lower the price of goods and that of production expenses 
(for instance, Roser asserts that the price per product improves for computing devices over 
time), and stimulate a wider distribution of content.
260
 Bhaskar adds a crucial observation on 
the effects of digital technologies: the truly transformative power that has its effects on the 
publishing industry lies in the digitisation and dematerialisation of content and the growth of 
digital networks that are reshaping the distribution of content and content itself.
261
 As content 
is dematerialised it becomes malleable, updateable, transferable and accessible without being 
bound to one particular time or place.
262
 Digital text behaves differently than printed text, as it 
can be read in a non-linear fashion and it can be unlimited in length; due to the Internet and 
hyperlinks ‘a vast uber-text, an endless sea of content’ is created according to Bhaskar.263 
Additionally, it is possible to include multimedia facilities in the text.
264
 
Bhaskar argues that ‘[…] the Internet represents the greatest cultural democratisation in 
history’.265 Because the Internet and the Web are open to all, any one of its users can produce, 
access and share content with the Network Society.
266
 The openness of the Internet allows for 
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simultaneous access to the same online content, and there exists a direct and instant 
connection between partakers of the Network.
267
 As a consequence, there is a ‘super-
abundance’ of user generated content that is distributed with remarkable ease and speed.268 
The vast amount of content dispersed on the Web causes fragmentation and it is marked by an 
‘information overload, polarisation of discourse, the splintering of content origination’.269 In 
response to the fragmentation of content, content providers and communication platforms, 
there occurs a centralisation of digital businesses. According to De Witte, ‘Bhaskar argues 
that, as a rule, communication networks have the tendency “to centralise on a very limited 
number of platforms, whose owners accrue all the power and benefit of that 
centralisation”’.270 The digital network requires centralised discovery and distribution services 
for content due to the fragmented practises online, and this is the foremost asset of value in 
the informational economy.
271
 Bhaskar uses Google to illustrate the centralisation of a big 
business that successfully deals with the chaotic fragmentation of online content; through its 
algorithms Google organises and selects content and presents the content in a customised 
manner to the user.
272
 The changes in content distribution and content itself is shapeshifting a 
preference of access to content over ownership of content by the public.  
So far the effects of digital technologies in combination with the Networked Society to the 
publishing industry have been touched upon. Other social developments have also shaped the 
modern-day book market. The increase in wealth, population and education dating back from 
social measures and trends first set in motion during the Victorian period has continued its 
upward course throughout the twentieth century; and in combination with the boundless 
characteristics of the Internet and the digital realm, it provides the publishing industry with a 
global mass-market for potential readers. Statistics released by the government reveal that 
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there is a sharp growth in the number of inhabitants of the United Kingdom. In the last decade 
the population rate increased with an average of 0.7 percent per year, which amounts to 
approximately 64.6 million people in 2014.
273
 The majority of the population continues to 
reside in urban areas, a trend that was first set in motion during the Victorian period. Statistics 
gathered by the World Bank reveal that for the past few years the rate of urban population in 
the United Kingdom has remained stable at 82 percent.
274
 Cities still offer higher employment 
rates than urban areas, and the general economy remains centred around cities, despite the 
definition of a ‘workplace’ becoming a more fluid notion now that the Internet offers the 
opportunity of flexible workplaces, and no longer requires the employee to be physically 
present at work.
275
  
In the 1980s and 1990s there was a ‘high book-price inflation’, fuelled by the Pricing Net 
Book Agreement and the recession in the 1980s.
276
 The recession in the 1980s saw many 
redundancies in the publishing industry, especially among the smaller publishing ventures, 
and yet again during the global financial crisis of 2008.
277
  
The social reforms taken up in the Victorian period have had a deep impact on the literacy 
rate in the United Kingdom, and in the decades to follow these measures have resulted in the 
near-extinction of illiteracy. Fig. 3 (see the next page) illustrates how the gender and social 
divide in literacy has been resolved over the years. A survey carried out by the Department for 
Business, Innovation and Skills shows that in 2011 less than one per cent of adults in England 
would be described as completely illiterate.
278
 Around 16 per cent, which amounts to 5.2 
million adults in England, can be described as "functionally illiterate".
279
 The survey 
examined adult literacy, numeracy and information and communication technology (ICT) 
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skills for 16 to 65-year-olds in England.
280
 The survey examined adult literacy, numeracy and 
information and communication technology (ICT) skills for 16 to 65-year-olds in England.
281
 
In theory, nowadays every individual in England can be considered a potential consumer of 
books due to the high literacy rate and the rate. The abovementioned external factors shape a 
‘contextual nexus’ for trade publishing in the United Kingdom during the Digital 
Revolution.
282
   
 
 
Fig. 3. Literacy in England, 1580-1920 from Gregory Clark, A Farewell to Alms: A Brief Economic History of 
the World (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008), Max Roser (2015) – ‘Literacy’. Published online at 
OurWorldInData.org. <http://ourworldindata.org/data/education-knowledge/literacy/> (8 July 2015). 
 
3.2:  The Theory of Digital Publishing: Models 
Towards the closing of the twentieth century, trade publishers are shown to adopt models that 
increasingly focus on market making and the provision of services in response to market 
demands and consumer needs, who demand direct, fast and easy access to content, and move 
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away from product-led business models.
283
 At the same time experts establish that the 
majority of publishers are careful and slow on the uptake of the opportunities offered by 
digital technologies, especially where digital publishing is concerned.
284
 According to 
Bhaskar, the models that are currently used are sustainable, but are by no means innovative 
enough to overcome the disruptive effects of digital technologies and the rise of the Network 
Society.
285
 The next chapter will elaborate on the problems that are playing out in the models 
as a result of the effects set in motion by the Digital Revolution, and possible business 
strategies will be explored that might help traditional trade publishers overcome the ‘Digital 
Challenge’.286  
So far trade publishers have embraced digital technological innovations for the 
improvement of publishing processes of conventional publishing; which has resulted in a 
higher productivity, improved efficiency of publishing processes, faster and easier content 
distribution, and the creation of new markets through aggressive marketing.
287
 A report 
carried out by the European Union in 2004 states that the Internet has mainly been used ‘as a 
marketing channel for conventional printed books rather than to deliver digital products’.288 
However, statistics dating from 2013 show that the publishing of digital content by British 
trade publishers has increased over the years, which implies that digital publishing is a 
growing asset in business models for trade publishing in the United Kingdom.
289
 The ebooks 
format is used as a marketing tool by providing free e-book version when purchasing a print 
version, or as the last stage of windowing, meaning that the latest released of works might not 
directly be available as an ebook.
290
 The model for ebooks are quite similar to that of print, 
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considering it is merely a different output of the same processes which other content has gone 
through, and it is based on copy-sale, mostly through online channels.
291
 
Models are aimed at a high productivity of content in order to cater to a mass-market, 
which is made possible by the amplificatory powers of digital technologies. Publishers seek to 
increase their market share by producing and publishing an increasing amount of new titles, 
competing with a vast amount of published titles by other powerful global publishing 
giants.
292
 Publishers use marketing strategies, such as genre marketing, windowing, 
advertising, and low pricing models to create visibility and discoverability of their brand and 
works and to encourage mass-consumption. The strategy of ‘windowing’ provides the 
publisher with a maximum profit, an extended exposure of content in the book market and it 
appeals to various market segments that vary in financial means and needs.
293
 Since the 
collapse of the Pricing Net Book Agreement in 1997 there is no standard book price, and this 
allows publishers for the cannibalisation of one’s own products.294 The low pricing models 
require higher sales in order to generate a high return.
295
 As a result, marketing and publicity 
departments have grown in importance over the past few decades.
296
 
The Network further breaks down the barrier between producer, supplier, the middle-man 
and the consumer. Publishers can directly connect to potential customers through the Network 
(on social media or websites) and direct consumers to direct-to-sale platforms, without the use 
of an intermediary such as brick-and-mortar bookshops.
297
 The channels through which 
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publishers’ content is distributed are bookselling chains, independent bookshops, 
supermarkets such as Tesco, internet retailers, wholesalers and book clubs.
298
 Furthermore, 
publishers increasingly bypass the traditional sales channels and seek to directly sell content 
to consumers on their own sales channel on the Internet.
299
 The business-to-consumer strategy 
provides the publisher with a direct sales infrastructure that allows for ‘higher margins 
(because no discounts are given to a middleman) and access to information about actual 
customers and their spending’.300 The latter is a valuable asset for a quick response to market 
forces and consumer demands. However, studies show that thus far the direct sales channels 
of publishers are not as successful as other sales channels, as they are experiencing issues 
with visibility and discoverability which is attributed to the fragmentation of content and the 
centralisation of e-tailers.
301
 
The model for digital publishing revolves around content and copyright as the foremost 
commodities of value, as opposed to the traditional view of the (physical) book where the 
publisher’s model is aimed at the ‘creation of a physical entity’.302 Copyright protection is the 
traditional means for publishers to protect one’s value, it restricts the use and uncontrolled 
circulation of published content. As a result the publisher has control on its commodity and 
generates value through scarcity of content and the revenues can be used to stimulate 
‘innovation in a market economy’.303 Especially the copyright sales for translations provides 
trade publishers with a prominent return.
304
 In the Victorian period the groundworks for 
modern copyright laws were laid during the Berne Convention in 1886.
305
 Since 1995, 
copyright on literary works in the United Kingdom, the European Union and the United States 
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of America, is protected up until 70 years after the author’s death.306 Significant international 
copyright agreements that further protect UK copyright globally are the Universal Copyright 
Convention (1952), and the WIPO Copyright Treaty (1996).
307
 Since the Copyright and 
Patents Act of 1998 authors are given moral rights, relating to paternity, integrity, false 
attribution and privacy, which Clark and Phillips argue will increase in importance in digital 
publishing as ownership loses ground over access to content.
308
  
Publishers maintain restrictions on digital content in order to create scarcity value and 
exploit their rights.
309
 DRM (Digital Rights Management) controls the usage of digital 
content, usually restricting the access of content to one device or account, dictating whether or 
not it can be printed out.
310
 Bhaskar argues that by adding DRM and copy-sale to digital 
content, they are ‘artificially manufacturing scarcity’.311 Problematically, the software for 
DRM is easily hacked into.
312
 A power struggle of who will control- intellectual property, 
publishers or technology players and how it will be accessed and exploited is occurring.
313
 
Publishers also control access through digital licensing of content.
314
 The licensing of content 
through the means of Creative Commons, enables anyone to copy, distribute or display 
content, provided the work is attributed to the right holder.
315
 As consumers are verging from 
a preference of ownership to access of content, so do models stray from product driven to a 
service driven focus.  
Publishers depend on agile models, as society’s use of content and the social use and 
aspects influence filtering and amplification. Current models hint at this, but the full potential 
which digital technologies provide for business models are not apparent. Experts agree that 
there is something lacking in the publishing industry’s current models.  
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3.3: The Theory of Digital Publishing: Filtering 
Filtering in the Digital Age is taking on new forms as a result of technological and social 
change, and it modifies how the publisher contributes to publishing processes in the twenty-
first century. Bhaskar argues that publishers move from selecting and removing content from 
access or availability to taking on the role of curating content.
316
 Before the Digital Age, 
publishers traditionally served as gatekeepers; content had to go past the publisher in order to 
be published. Through the act of filtering, publishers decide what content is put on the market 
and what content it is deemed unpublishable. By filtering the availability of content and the 
selection of materials the publisher creates the notion of scarcity, which creates a demand and 
generates value from the conditions of scarcity.
317
 However, the barrier of entry that 
traditional publishers embody is broken down by the Internet; as a result of the openness and 
flexibility of content in a digital context, content is now produced, disseminated and 
consumed in ways that allow authors to bypass the publisher.
318
 Bhaskar notes that in the 
context of digital media the traditional view of scarcity loses its value, as content loses its 
physicality once it is converted to digits and is easily replicated or disseminated.
319
 Anyone 
calling themselves an author can revert to self-publishing platforms, or apply for crowd-
funding in order to receive monetary support for the execution of the envisioned project, and 
once picked up by the ‘Network Society’, the work can establish a place in the book market. 
This is how authors such as EL James, who self-published Fifty Shades of Grey and became a 
huge success overnight, have successfully entered the book market without the intermediary 
help of a publisher.  
The low threshold that now exists for the publication of content results in a loss of quality 
selection and a seemingly unlimited supply of content from which consumers can choose 
from.
320
 The consumer requires guidance in selecting content in Bhaskar’s view, as the vast 
amount of published content creates a scarcity in attention, and there lies value in the means 
                                                          
316
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, p. 182. 
317
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, pp. 68, 112, 118, 133. 
318
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, pp. 60, 66, 67, 73. 
319
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, p. 67. 
320
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, p. 67. 
57 
 
to bring the right content to the attention of consumers in the digital sphere.
321
 As a 
consequence, filtering increasingly entails the curation of content, which consists of selecting, 
organizing and the maintenance of content, in order to bring works to the attention of the 
reader, and to ‘control the apportion of resources’, as Bhaskar argues.322 At the same time, the 
filtering of high quality and good content remains of vital importance, as ‘good content is far 
easier to market; indeed, it markets itself far, far better than bad. Quality filtering is as 
important, perhaps more, in a market-making context’ as the amplificatory power of good 
content calls the attention to itself.
323
  
Faced with fierce competition, publishers have to actively reach out to consumers in order 
to ensure revenue; publishers therefore continue to filter content according to what is expected 
to enjoy a mass-appeal. Publishers segment the market for which they filter their content 
based on general interests, gender and age groups, among others. The market segments that 
are most commonly targeted by the bigger publishing companies are literature, crime, fantasy, 
horror, home and garden, history and popular science.
324
 In some cases accommodating 
content to market reception leads to the creation of new genres. Harlequin Mills & Boon for 
instance created romantic fiction and now the company owns over 70 percent of the market in 
the United Kingdom.
325
 Other examples of popular genres that did not exist a century ago are 
young adult fiction and ‘chicklit’. Aside from a focus on genre, publishers will also jump on 
the bandwagon of current affairs or what is fashionable. Clark and Phillips note that 
publishers ‘must respond fast if they want to capture a well-known author or personality, or 
take advantage of current fashions, media events or topical issues on which to hang on a 
book’s promotion’.326 It highlights the necessity of agile business models for leading 
consumers to one’s content. One of the vehicles which allows publishers to filter content 
according to consumer’s demands in the digital sphere, is through the use of metadata. By 
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collecting metadata of consumer’ preferences and adding metadata to content, an algorithm 
can be created to fine-tune, or filter, what content is shown to an individual consumer in the 
Networked environment.
327
 Bhaskar states that this process cannot be fully mechanised 
without the intermediary expertise of the publisher, since the social component of consumer 
demands requires some form of social interaction which computers cannot perform in a 
sufficient manner.
328
  
 
3.4: The Theory of Digital Publishing: Frames and Framing 
The coming of the digital era has made content malleable; it can now be read in different 
mediums and devices, removing the fixity and physical traits of the traditional frame of 
content, namely print. The new frames for digital content are hardware, screens and display 
mechanisms, mark-up languages and computer code and allow for a flexible distribution 
between formats of digital content such as video, digital audio, downloads (such as PDFs), 
web content, (enhanced) e-books, apps.
329
 Of course, the printed book also remains a format 
in which content is framed, as there continues to be a market demand for print. In print, 
content is commonly framed in one part, and is consecutively released in hardback, 
paperback, followed by a mass-paperback, a business model known as ‘windowing’.330 
Because of digitised framing technologies and convergence, frames for digital content are no 
longer exclusively produced by publishers as was the case for print, but predominantly by 
other cross-media companies.  
The flexibility and relative ease with which the new frames distribute digital content, 
reduces the value of the distributional aspect of the frame.
331
 The formation of framing 
changes within a digital context as value has to be abstracted elsewhere; according to Bhaskar 
framing now has a focus on the contextual and subjective aspects of framing, digital 
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presentation and signalling processes for the purpose of finding an audience, rather than on 
the physical distribution mechanisms of framing.
332
 Bhaskar states that the framing power of 
the Internet has made the brand of the publisher, the buzz around a book, the design signals, 
and the messaging increasingly important.
333
  
 
3.5: The Theory of Digital Publishing: Amplification  
When printed content was the only given in industrial times, amplification, otherwise 
understood to be the act of increasing the consumption, exposure or value of content, was 
performed through the production and the distribution of printed material, and the securing of 
retail space, advertisements, reviews and the like.
334
 However, the introduction of digital 
technologies has caused an alteration in the focus of amplification; it has moved from making 
content available towards harnessing the attention of the consumer and making the work 
known in order to lead as many consumers as possible to the content.
335
 
The digitisation of the workflow has resulted in faster and cheaper print productivity and in 
an increasing print supply, along with an increasing amount of digital content that is available 
for purchase online. Getting a work published and making it available to the public no longer 
suffices for the publisher to lead the consumer to content in the Digital Age, as it will be 
drowned out by the many other works that compete within the same book market, both offline 
and online. In order to be noticed by the consumer, the content need to stand out in some way 
or other. Amplification now concerns making content known and gaining attention and 
coverage, which is achieved through marketing, publicity, branding and the creation of direct 
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sales channel in order to generate as much attention to published works as possible.
336
  
Since the Industrial Revolution marketing has increasingly become a major amplificatory 
asset in publishing and continues to do so.
337
 For successful marketing one needs to 
understand the nature of the market, such as purchasing behaviour and demographics such as 
gender, age and socio-economic backgrounds.
338
 Digital innovations allow publishers to 
actively target these market segments, by gathering data on consumer behaviour and using 
this information for future strategies. Marketing achieves amplification by buying advertising 
space on blogs, radio, TV, newspapers, advertisement places in public transport, websites and 
other media platforms. Promotions are used to lead the media, the book trade and consumers 
to the publishing house and its products, and to encourage a demand.
339
 Publishers promote 
content through public relations division, promotional and point-of-sale material for readers, 
catalogues displaying new works, advertising and emarketing.
340
 Emarketing is a new form of 
marketing which is made possible by the Internet, and it entails publishers’ websites that 
either charge for content or provide free or password access to the user. It allows for direct 
marketing strategy; it usually provides information on book titles, hosts author’s websites and 
it gives website visitors the ability to order printed books or ebooks through their website.
341
 
Furthermore, emarketing allows for the publisher to establish special interests internet 
communities and easily reach out to them in a cost- and time effective way.
342
  
Publicity is used in order to pitch content to audiences, so that it receives coverage and will 
be picked up and talked about by the public. Publishers use online book tours, podcasts, 
twitter question and answer slots, the creation of twitter hashtags such as #mynewread, book 
signings to this end, among other things. Word Of Mouth recommendations play ‘an 
important influence on sales’ through personal recommendation, and the social nature of 
Internet communications and social media caters perfectly to creating and amplifying a buzz 
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around a book.
343
  
By attaching the brand of a publisher or imprint on a work, it is suggested that it contains a 
certain quality or value, especially if the publishers consistently filters quality content and 
becomes known for it.
344
 The branding of top authors is an effective way to attract the 
attention of the consumer, by adding a review quote on the front cover for instance.
345
 Clark 
and Phillips point out that ‘in an Internet world that is oversupplied with information of 
uncertain provenance, publisher branding should assume greater significance in conveying 
quality assured products and services’, as it adds endorsement and value to the content.346  
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Chapter 4: The Digital Challenge 
The two previous chapters have analysed publishing in both the Victorian period and the 
Digital era, through the means of Bhaskar’s theory on the system of publishing. The aim of 
this chapter is to establish the parallels and differences of publishing in these respective 
periods and to uncover the implications which these bring forth. In the introduction it was 
addressed that new disruptive technologies continuously put the publishing industry in a state 
of crisis.
347
 This chapter will elaborate on the problems that are playing out in the models as a 
result of the effects set in motion by the Digital Revolution. It will identify potential 
bottlenecks that could nullify a successful future course for modern-day publishers based on 
the comparisons made with publishing in the Victorian period, and possible business 
strategies will be explored that might help contemporary trade publishers overcome the 
challenges which the effects of the Digital Revolution has faced them with.   
 
4.1  Comparison of publishing during the Victorian and the Digital Revolution 
First, the similarities and differences between publishing in the Victorian and Digital period 
will be discussed. As was shown in the two previous chapters, both periods are marked by an 
exponential growth of revolutionary technologies which publishers initially are reluctant to 
integrate in their business processes. Despite the Victorian period being hailed as the golden 
age of modernity in publishing, Bhaskar notes that ‘it took a long time for steam-driven 
machines to find acceptance among book publishers’.348 Contemporary trade publishers are 
also shown to be hesitant towards dealing with digital technologies.
349
 If Victorian publishers 
managed to improve their business in spite of a slow start, undoubtedly it will also be possible 
for contemporary publishers to achieve the same. How to turn the tide in their favour will be 
further discussed later on in this chapter. 
However, it is significant to note that in the Victorian period innovations were made from 
within the publishing industry, namely in the newspapers trade division, whereas in the 
Digital period the most profound innovations are picked up by outside players entering the 
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publishing industry; these are predominantly multi-media companies, software companies or 
online retailers.
350 
In the Victorian period, the inventions that were introduced to the 
publishing industry simply improved the production speed and quality of already existing 
publishing processes or commodities. It was fairly straightforward for trade publishers to 
integrate the new innovations in the production processes; all one needed was a willingness 
and the means to acquire the modern machines. Adopting digital technologies proves to be 
more problematic for contemporary publishers. New digital innovations appear in the market 
with such a staggering speed, that is difficult to keep up with. Furthermore, the technologies 
no longer are contained within the publishing field; because of the convergence of media they 
appear from all spectres of fields, outside of the comfort zone or knowledge of publishers.
 351
 
Due to digital technologies, publishers now have to be an expert on all media fields.  
The revolutionary technologies improve the distribution of content and encourage mass-
production, which the continuous growth of title input illustrates (see p. 29 and Fig. 2). The 
railways in the Victorian period and the virtual roadways of the Digital era assure that more 
goods are distributed, the distribution itself becomes cheaper and faster, a new reading 
environment is created and the reach of goods increases considerably.
352
 In the Victorian 
period the reach of published content went from a local to a national level. The railway 
connected every nook and cranny of Great Britain, and speeded up the delivery of goods. 
Railway travellers became a new reading public.
353
 Digital technologies have managed a 
global market reach for content. The distribution and amplification of content is no longer 
dependent on and restricted by the physical boundaries of place and time. The new reading 
public since the Digital Revolution are readers in the digital environment.    
These new means of distribution allow publishers to bypass traditional sales channels, 
which are predominantly the brick-and-mortar booksellers. In the Victorian times the 
alternative sales channels are circulating libraries, bookstalls, tobacco shops among others.
354
 
Van der Weel likens the Internet to the tobacco shop of the 19
th
 century, as a new sales 
                                                          
350
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, p. 40; Lian, ‘Publisher’s Dilemma From Penguin Books to E-Books’, p. 39. 
351
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, p. 175; Lian, ‘Publisher’s Dilemma From Penguin Books to E-Books’, p. 39. 
352
 Eliot, ‘From Few and Expensive to Many and Cheap’, pp. 292-293. 
353
 Eliot, ‘From Few and Expensive to Many and Cheap’, pp. 292-293. 
354
 Eliot, ‘The Business of Victorian Publishing’, p. 49; Van der Weel, Coping With an Online Mentality, p. 4. 
64 
 
channel.
355 
The Internet has made it easier to leave out the middleman altogether in order to 
reach consumers.
356
 Publishers create online platforms on which customers can directly 
purchase their published content. 
In both periods new means of testing the reader’s preferences of content are used. New 
niche markets are created, also giving rise to new genres and new readership groups. 
Victorian publishers use periodicals and magazine serialisation as a testing ground. The 
calculations were made based on the sales, and the publisher could tweak its contents to the 
readers’ liking.357 In the digital period the testing of the reception of content is still occurring. 
De Witte notes that the Internet allows for data gathering of spending habits and browsing 
history of online visitors, through the use of cookies or user accounts, which in turn can be 
used for profiling or digital marketing purposes.
358
 On reading platforms, the same enables the 
hosting party to gather data on reading behaviours.  
In both periods publishers experience fierce competition from other parties, and publish 
content that is expected to enjoy a mass-appeal in order to sell as much as possible and to 
outdo its competitors. During the Victorian period publishers filter their content based on 
politics, religion and class distinctions.
359
 In the Digital Age, the markets have become even 
more segmented, and everything imaginable is being published. Publishers filter content 
based on general interests, age groups and gender, among others. Furthermore, publishers 
respond quickly to current events and filter their content accordingly. Through the use of 
cookies, content can be filtered to the liking of the consumer, and targeted advertising is used 
for marketing purposes.
360
 Publishers increasingly direct their filtering attention to the 
consumer’s demands rather than publish what publishers feel the market needs, e.g. ‘vanity 
publishing’.  
New formats of publication are created, each designed to accommodate a mass-market 
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audience with varying available means and needs.
361
 In the Victorian period these are the 
Three-Decker novel, the part-issue, the collective reissue and (magazine) serialisation.
362
 In 
the Digital period the new formats are mostly e-books, PDFs, apps and audiobooks. In order 
to keep printed content for a long remainder of time on the market, the strategy of 
‘windowing’ is used.363 Each format (the hardback, paperback and mass-paperback) has a 
different quality of design, materials and status, aimed at varying target groups. 
One of the major differences between the Victorian period and the Digital period is that in 
Victorian times there were a lot of publishers competing with each other, whereas in the 
Digital era many publishing houses have consolidated. Trade publishers in the Victorian era 
were almost similarly successful in its ventures, especially regarding the magazine 
serialisation format.
364
 This was caused by market segmentation.
365
 In the Digital era 
however, consolidation has led to the concentration of corporate power of a small number of 
large publishing houses and a lot of small publishing houses.
366
 The growth of the big 
publishing houses increases their market share and competitiveness, which strengthens their 
business against adversaries.
367
  
 
4.2  Bottlenecks and the digital challenge  
Now that the foremost parallels and differences have been established between trade 
publishing in the Victorian period and the Digital era, the threats and bottlenecks that 
contemporary traditional trade publishers are faced with will be further discussed. The 
centralisation and fragmentation of content creation and distribution in the Network poses 
traditional publishers with problems concerning disintermediation and destabilised content, 
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which Bhaskar refers to as the ‘Digital Challenge’.368 Further bottlenecks for contemporary 
publishers are: copyright piracy, a slow response to the opportunities offered by new 
technologies, title visibility and discoverability, price pressures on ebooks and adapting 
publishing models to the new means of framing and amplification.
369
  
Models for intellectual property retention are suffering under the disruptive powers set in 
motion by the effects of digital technologies and the rise of the Network Society.
370
 Despite 
the global copyright laws that are maintained for British copyrighted works, publishers 
struggle to control and exert power over their rights. The amplificatory nature of digital 
technologies enable fast, flexible and easy copying and distribution of content.
371
 Bhaskar 
asserts that it wasn’t until the growth of digital networks that the effects of digitisation and 
dematerialisation became truly problematic for trade publishers, as it made the unauthorised 
and unlawful distribution of content significantly easier.
372
 As a measure, in 1988 the British 
Copyright Act was introduced, which includes the provision regarding ‘devices designed to 
circumvent copy-protection of works in electronic form’.373 Research carried out by the 
European Commission shows that in 2004 ‘the major source of piracy is the creation of digital 
versions by pirates from print originals through scanning and OCR for internet 
distribution’.374  
Besides the issue of unlawful copying and distribution of content, there is the issue of 
copyright laws and borders. The global laws on copyright protection which have come about 
as a result of the efforts of the Victorian counterparts carry little authority in the invisible 
territories which the Internet has created. The Internet blurs the physical and legal boundaries 
of markets. Furthermore, there is a changing attitude towards copyright and access to content. 
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Bhaskar argues that copyright restrictions on copying does not match the open culture 
surrounding digital technologies.
375
 He states that the desirability, enforceability and rationale 
of copyright and intellectual property are taken into question as a result, and it is acceptable 
by the public to hack into a system and disseminate illegally obtained copies.
376
 There is as of 
yet no unified view of copyright for digital content on a global scale, and this lack of 
standardisation is hurting the publishing industry and authors as they lose out on much-needed 
revenue as a result. 
In Victorian times, Mudies exercised monopoly over the Three-Decker, and demanded 
low prices from publishers as a result. Nowadays big retail chains hold the same power of the 
pricing of books. There is a need for more models, for alternative ways of getting the content 
to the consumer makes publishers less dependent on other parties.   
Another serious threat to the viability of contemporary publishers is the lack of knowledge 
and skillsets of digital technologies. In 2004 a publishing industry report established that 
‘there is a lack of technologically-informed staff able to lead strategy and execution [...]’.377 
This shortcoming in knowledge is one of the many reasons why publishers have been hesitant 
towards properly adopting digital technologies in their processes, and publishers find it 
difficult to adapt their models to the new means of framing and amplification.
378
 Many 
contemporary publishers still perceive themselves as publishers of books, rather than 
amplifiers of content.
379
 Bhaskar refers to the lack of understanding of digital technologies as 
a problem of (digital) markets.
380
 He argues that if publishers maintain traditional models 
devised for the framing, filtering and amplification of print works for publishing in the digital 
networked era, that sources of disintermediation who are better adapted to market demands in 
a digital context might render traditional publishers a less valuable asset in the literary value 
chain.
381
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4.3  Victorian business models for publishers in the Digital era?  
In the previous section the bottlenecks have been identified that stand in the way of a viable 
future for contemporary trade publishers in the United Kingdom. This section will explore 
how contemporary trade publishers in the United Kingdom might seize opportunities to 
overcome the hurdles which the ‘Digital Challenge’ presents them with.382 According to 
Bhaskar’s theory, a successful business strategy for publishers is one that moves with the new 
means of framing and amplification that technical and social change demand.
383 
Thompson 
asserts that models should reflect the social practises of electronic or print forms of content 
delivery more.
384
 As society is rapidly changing as a result of technological stimulus, so 
should publishers be able to respond to changing market demands with more agility than they 
have shown so far, which they can strive for in their models. Successful models used in 
Victorian times will be looked at, as they facilitate insights into the viability of similar models 
for modern-day trade publishing. 
Framing in the digital age focuses on ‘digital presentation and signalling processes for the 
purpose of finding an audience’.385 Framing moves away from physical aspects of carrying 
content, and focuses more on subjective traits that will influence consumer behaviour. There 
is room for improvement in the framing of digital content, especially regarding ebooks. The 
common business model maintained for ebooks is copy-sale, a strategy that mimics that of 
print.
386
 However, this does not necessarily correspond with the behaviour of content online. 
Consumers may wish to have access to content in levels of ‘granularity’, paying per page or 
chapter.
387
 Publishers could add some user-friendly services. Browsing printed books, before 
buying, was possible in bookshops. Digital content, with its copyright restrictions, should be 
available for browsing too, so that potential consumers can decide whether or not to buy.   
Another alternative for the copy-sale of ebooks that could is inspired by the Victorian 
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serialised periodical. It has already been done. Through an especially developed app, Julian 
Fellowes released a serialised novel, providing newly released content each week.
388
 By 
publishing short form content online through app, the publisher can test out the readers’ 
preference. It also lengthens the presence of the text. The anticipation for the next ‘instalment’ 
creates a buzz, it maintains the interest of the public.  
The piracy of copyrighted works was a major issue in the Victorian period. As a result of 
the amplificatory powers of new technologies, and the lack of a global standards towards 
copyright retention, many works were illegally copied, distributed and sold without the 
rightsholders’ permission or gain. After a long period of campaigning and efforts by authors 
and publishers alike, the Victorians managed to set the standard for copyright laws for the 
decades and centuries to come. New global standardisations for copyright laws are needed for 
the digital sphere. Publishers will have to devise new models for intellectual property that 
comply with providing access to content and services, at the same time allowing publishers to 
be economically viable.
389
 Publishers need to look into a way to protect their revenue in a way 
that is acceptable within the new means of framing and amplification.  
In the Digital period the focus of amplification shifts from producing and distributing to 
harnessing the attention of consumers and making the work known in order to lead consumers 
to the content.
390
 Publishers will have to rigorously turn to market making strategies in order 
to harness attention. As a result, marketing departments play an increasing role in the new 
means of amplification. The issue of visibility and discoverability that publishers experience 
with their platforms can be improved through marketing, publicity, and branding, as it 
increases the visibility of both the publisher and published content. Its practice is increasing in 
the Digital period, where most publishers now have separate divisions entirely dedicated for 
marketing and publicity to fight the consequences of fragmentation.
391
 Marketing, and 
amplification in extension, aims developing a demand for a commodity, and deals with 
services and customer's satisfaction. This requires a thorough understanding of the market and 
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market trends, therefore market research should be a major priority for publishers in the 
digital era. Bhaskar states that ‘rectifying the situation with data collection, mining and 
analysis offers a platform for robust experimentation, learning and thereby strategy 
formation’.392  
In chapter 3.2 it was stated that publishers should improve their visibility and 
discoverability of their direct sales channels.
393
 The solution lies in focussing on the very 
factor that disrupted the publishing industry in the first place; the Networked Society.
394
 
Publishers should aim at becoming the centralised business, the go-to place for consumers, as 
‘centralisation enables the intermediating work of discovery and distribution’ and it ‘favours 
the models of big and web-native companies and organisations’.395 Bhaskar argues that as a 
result of the mergers and acquisitions the growing size of publishers can work in their 
advantage in becoming a network, their scale provides them with the means to become a 
network, in monetary and skilful resources.
396
 He further advises publishers to cooperate with 
former cross-media rivals to go against other giants such as Amazon, ‘to reduce the 
substantial costs of production and enhance the spread, functionality and appeal of multimedia 
content’.397  
The consumers’ preference of access over ownership, and the evolving nature of framing 
in a digital environment instigate a focus of product to service driven business approach.
398
 In 
a reading platform individual reading behaviour can be tracked, which offers the publisher the 
opportunity of a faster exchange of information with which to tie into. Victorian publishers 
started individual reading platforms displaying their content, in journals (p. 34). In a way, 
online reading platforms are the modern version of this. Some experts are brandishing 
subscription models, which first made its way during the Victorian period, as a key model for 
the future of publishing: ‘here the community becomes the gatekeeper, the publisher simply 
                                                          
392
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, p. 184. 
393
 Sectoral report 2: Book publishing, Publishing Market Watch, p. 79. 
394
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, p. 185. 
395
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, pp. 66-67, 171. 
396
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, p. 185. 
397
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, p. 182. 
398
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, p. 178. 
71 
 
hosts and curates the possible range of works which may be published’.399  
Publishers should make more use of the opportunities offered by the convergence that 
digital technologies have brought about, especially in combination with the online network. 
Publishers in the digital age need to skill and train themselves even more aggressively in order 
to stay on top of technological innovations. They should provide training for their employees, 
and work together with specialised businesses, in order to overcome the growing problem of 
not being able to keep up with innovations made outside of the industry. Bhaskar states that in 
a fast-developing and unpredictable landscape, responsive strategies  are beneficial.
400
 The 
main requirement for firms or industries that would like to reactivate growth in mature 
markets is innovative capability’.401 Only by experimenting can publishers alter their filtering, 
framing, amplification and modelling.
402
 Taking risks is part and parcel of innovation. 
Victorian publishers took a risk with the serialisation of content, which turned out to be a 
huge success. Now it is up to the modern-day publisher to show their ingenuity.   
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 
This thesis opened with Bhaskar’s statement that publishing is continuingly in an ongoing 
state of crisis, due to the effects of disruptive technologies and new competitors entering the 
book market, which dramatically transform the means of production and consumption of 
information.
403
 At the beginning of this thesis I set out to form an understanding of the 
Victorian and contemporary trade publishing industry and the complexities which 
revolutionary technological innovation and social change imposes on the practice of 
publishing. The aim of this thesis was to determine the key factors to a successful model for 
trade publishers in a world in transition. Perhaps more importantly, it also sought to identify 
potential bottlenecks that could nullify a viable future course for the modern-day publisher. 
For, modern-day publishers experience difficulties with comprehending, practising and 
controlling the book market in the Digital Age, and are hesitant and slow on the uptake of 
these technologies. By establishing what the bottlenecks are and analysing how they came to 
be, a direction for further improvement and innovation arises. And establishing whether or not 
the Victorian publishers faced similar issues, can show us a glimpse of possibilities that might 
help to overcome the challenges that publishing faces as a result of the Digital Revolution. 
The vehicle with which this was achieved is the theory of publishing devised by Michael 
Bhaskar, who’s framework provides a structure for understanding the complexity of the 
industry.
404
 Chapter 1 laid out the fundamentals of the theory. This thesis is a further 
confirmation of Bhaskar’s theory of publishing. Bhaskar asserts that the challenge of the 
publishing industry at any moment in time is for the traditional publishers to reimagine 
themselves. The theoretical framework shows that a successful business strategy for 
publishers is one that moves with the new means of framing and amplification which 
technical and social change have brought about.
405
 This thesis sets out to show that trade 
publishers in the Victorian period and digital era rely heavily on models that are tuned to a 
responsive attitude to consumer demands, a form of ‘agile’ publishing, for their continuing 
                                                          
403
 Murray, Technologies of Power in the Victorian Period Print Culture, p. 9.  
404
 See: M. Bhaskar, The Content Machine: Towards a Theory of Publishing from the Printing Press to the 
Digital Network (London: Anthem Press, 2013). 
405
 Bhaskar, The Content Machine, p. 135. 
73 
 
survival in a changing book market. Furthermore, it was explored how the models used in 
Victorian times facilitate insights into the viability of similar models for modern-day trade 
publishing in the United Kingdom.
406
 The thesis does not pretend to have a ready answer to 
the issues surrounding the challenges that contemporary publisher are facing. Rather, it is a 
careful nudge in the right direction.  
The research started with separate discussions of the system of publishing in the Victorian 
period and in the digital era, which was undertaken in chapter 2 and chapter 3. What followed 
in chapter 4 was the identification of the bottlenecks that both Victorian publishers and 
contemporary publishers are encountering, and the possible directions that publishers can 
focus on for solving these issues.  
Technology and social contextual developments are shown to affect the system of 
publishing and alter market demands. In the Victorian period, rapid technological innovation 
sets in motion large-scale productions, a wider distribution and mass-consumption of 
published content. Overall, the affordability and the accessibility of goods increases 
immensely due to faster, more and cheaper production of materials.
407
 Child notes that there is 
an increasing demand for print that stems from ‘the growth of commerce, the extension of 
education and the development of advertising’ in Victorian times.408 Publishers adapt their 
business and publishing models to the changing consumer needs and market demands. 
Erickson asserts that in the early nineteenth century literary market place ‘literary form 
reflects economy of readers’ demands and author’s productions’.409 For instance, new formats 
of publication are created, each designed to accommodate a mass-market audience with 
varying available means and needs.
410
 And publishers were sure to link into the demands of 
the newly established literary market place, and approached the market with an open, flexible 
and agile business-like attitude.  
Publishers in the Digital period face different yet similar business-altering developments. 
Technologies now appear on the market with more rapidity than they did in the Victorian 
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period. Publishers have computerised and digitised workflows and production processes. 
Later, the digitisation and dematerialisation of content occurred, which allows for playing 
around with the output. It has resulted in a higher productivity, improved efficiency of 
publishing processes, faster and more flexible content distribution and the creation of new 
markets. The new technologies also allows publishers to save costs on the execution of 
publishing processes. Also, to respond to consumer demands with more easy and agility than 
before, in running printing sizes for example.  
However, most of the models that publishers are using are not sufficiently adapted to the 
workings of the Network Society. Bhaskar states that ‘most companies focus on “sustainable 
innovation”, which represents a continuation of their present model’ and ignore disruptive 
innovation.
411
  
Trade publishers in the Victorian and Digital era use market making strategies in order for 
their content to be amplified on a mass-scale. This involves interaction with consumers, and a 
responsive attitude towards market demands. Contemporary publishers should focus on 
models that are better adapted to the new means of framing and amplifying content that the 
Digital Revolution has set in motion. This means a focus on responsive, consumer-centric 
models. Their successes are very much dependent on the acceptance and goodwill of the 
market place and its consumers. Victorian models can be a significant asset in achieving this 
feat. The Victorians were innovative, constantly looking at other and new ways to frame 
content in order to satisfy market demands. Up until this point, digital content is presented in 
quite a similar fashion to that of print. Perhaps publishers can play around with frames more, 
by developed more interactive ebooks and play around with the form with which content can 
be purchased. Furthermore, publishers should have a strong presence online. Castells points 
out that the Internet ‘enables scalability, interactivity, management of flexibility, branding, 
and customization in a networked business world’, which allows publishers to respond to 
market changes with more agility.
412
  
There are many issues to overcome, as chapter 4 has illustrated. Publishers should not keep 
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doing what they have been doing for the past decades, as this will ascertain their timely 
demise. Printed books will not cease to exist, nor will books be published without expertise 
assistance. If anything, the market is ever expanding due to the globalisation of the market 
place (as there is an ever-increasing rate of Internet users, and the main language used is 
English). However, the role of the traditional publisher will be up for debate. In both the 
Victorian and in the Digital period trade publishing was slow on the uptake where 
technological innovation is concerned. It is very possible that contemporary publishers have 
not yet missed the window for turning their business around and remaining a viable asset in 
the publishing world. The Internet has become a major means for communication, so in order 
to reach consumers, this is the place to aim for. A shift from a product-driven to a service-
driven model makes sense.
413
  
This study enhances our understanding of the workings of publishing in general, and 
publishing in the Victorian period and digital era in particular. It shows that, despite the 
confusion shown by some of the established order of publishers regarding what they are and 
what their core activity involves when change is afoot, the act of publishing actually works 
according to specific structured system devised by Bhaskar, the very core of publishing if you 
will. This  consists of the elements of models, frames, filtering and amplification. As long as 
publishers adjust the composition of the elements to these contextual influences, publishers 
will continue to be a valuable asset to the publishing chain.
414
 
The results from this study suggest that Victorian publishers did well by moving along 
with the times by adopting an open, responsive attitude towards consumer needs, and by 
setting aside the high-brow ‘gentleman publisher’ status by additionally targeting the general 
public. Their 21
st
 century counterparts should take this attitude further by embracing and 
interacting with the new reading environment and reading public. The results from this study 
suggests that publishers will rely on models that focus on providing services and that respond 
to consumer demands. If publishers manage to successfully interact with their consumers, 
there is a future for contemporary publishers beyond the Digital Revolution. The Digital 
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Revolution becomes a Digital Evolution for the publisher. It is now possible to say that 
Victorian, or Dickensian, models provide opportunities for the publisher to grow in the face of 
adversary. Whether it will be the best of times, or the worst of times will be up to the 
measures trade publishers in  the United Kingdom are willing to take in order to move along 
with the times, by looking back to the ‘old’ modern frontiers.  
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